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Abstract
This study employed a qualitative framework to explore the current nature of a selected
school principal’s work. Specifically, through observations, audio journals and interviews, I
sought to better understand what a selected Ontario elementary school principal did when
engaging in her work. The research questions were designed to explore how the principal
spent her time and why, and examine the challenges she faced in accomplishing her work.
The findings of the inquiry revealed that the school principal was concerned with fulfilling
the formal mandates of her job while emphasizing communication, building relationships and
the instructional program in developing healthy learning environments for students. She
employed a range of media in the day to day operationalization of her work and faced several
challenges including increasing student diversity, labour relations, and lack of parental
involvement.

Keywords:
Formal work expectations, after-hours work, changing nature of work, observational studies
of work, school principal’s time use.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
This thesis explores what a selected Ontario elementary school principal did when
engaging in her work. Specifically, it sought to examine how she spent her time and why,
and the challenges of her work. This research built on the limitations of previous
empirical studies into school principals’ work by examining the motives behind a school
administrator’s observable behaviours and activities and is premised on the need for more
current understandings of the nature of school principals’ work. The research was framed
around a conceptualization of work which encompassed activities performed by the
principal both within and beyond normal hours of school; the changing nature of a school
administrator’s work in light of, on one hand, the pervasive theme of neoliberalism and
its attendant tenets of work intensification, centralization, accountability, and
standardization in education and, on the other, the formal, legislated work expectations
for Ontario school principals. To address the research problem in this research, I
employed a qualitative methodological framework of observations, audio journals and
interviews.
Interest in the field of educational administration, and the work of school
administrators in particular, was fuelled by personal experiences as an educator and my
current status as an international student in Ontario, Canada. Over the last ten years as a
secondary teacher in Grenada, a small developing country in the Caribbean, I witnessed
first-hand the negative effects on teacher morale, student achievement, and community
perceptions, among other factors, of poor administration and leadership in schools. At the
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same time, I developed significant appreciation for the work of school administrators as I
have come to realize that such work is complex, intense and often thankless, and that
there exists many flawed assumptions regarding incumbents’ roles, responsibilities and
functions.
Furthermore, as a new, international graduate student in Canada, I was
particularly struck by considerable lateral and vertical differences in the perception,
articulation and execution of school administration in Ontario. I remain fascinated -entranced even -- by significant philosophical, pedagogical and legal variations in the
ways in which school administration was understood and undertaken. Issues regarding
corporal punishment, students’ rights, parental choice, teachers’ collective agreements,
accountability and standardized assessments were all prevalent in classroom discussions
with the Ontarian educators I encountered in my graduate classes.
This is not to say that my region has escaped unscathed from the impact of
globalization, or that education unfolds in linear or unproblematic ways. Indeed, our
status as developing countries and our concomitant association with international lending
organizations such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund have brought
on substantial changes in the study and practice of school administration, especially in
relation to the structural adjustments programs and other austerity mandates characteristic
of these organizations’ loan agreements. Increasingly, the kinds of issues and positions
which represent the taken-for-granted reality in Ontario and other parts of the more
developed world are increasingly gaining prevalence in Grenada. School principals’ roles
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are being redefined by central authorities and other public stakeholders, the Ministry of
Education is emphasizing instructional leadership as the way to secure student learning
and a neoliberal storm seethes at the education periphery -- its gusts often infusing local
debates regarding school policy, assessment and accountability. At the same time, school
administration in my native land remains a substantially unencumbered, low-stakes
enterprise, at least in comparison to its frenzied, hectic and high-stakes nature as
experienced in Ontario and other parts of the world.
My own experiences galvanized me to pursue research in this specific area of
school administration. I was curious to witness, first-hand, how the work of a school
principal unfolds in Ontario. Given the current complex, intense and challenging climate
of school administration and leadership, how does the school principal go about fulfilling
the day to day obligations of her work? What is the contextual nature of, and motivation
for, her work? And, what challenges does she face when engaging in her work? Gronn
(2003) asserts that “these kinds of questions necessitate an analysis of action” (p. 71). My
reading of the empirical literature on educational administration and leadership convinced
me of the value of Gronn’s view and further sparked my desire to employ direct
observations as a base for my research. This inquiry led me to the school of one vibrant
elementary school principal in Southwestern Ontario where I spent six intense and
thoroughly fulfilling days shadowing and interviewing her.
Although a potentially important basis for future research, this study did not seek
to juxtapose the work practices of a school principal in Ontario and Grenada. Rather, in
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this investigation I sought to satisfy my curiosity in terms of understanding the dynamics
of what a selected Ontario school principal actually did during her work day, while at the
same time attempting to make a heuristic, meaningful and informed contribution to the
study and practice of school administration in Ontario and in general.
Background
Today, school administration occurs within an increasingly complex arena of
ambiguities and contestations (Ball, 1998, 2008; Lashway, 2006; Richmon & Allison,
2003: Owens & Valesky, 2011), global influences, shifting education mandates, and
standardized curricula (Ball, 1998; Bates, 2011; Bottery, 2004; Carnoy & Rhoten, 2002;
Rezai-Rashti, 2003; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Lashway (2006) expresses the situation this
way:
For anyone journeying in the landscape of school leadership in recent years, the
view seems to change every time you look up: new standards, new policy
mandates, new demands for accountability. Whereas school leadership once
changed at a measured pace, it now seems to ricochet from one new goal to
another, each of which raises profound (and so far unanswered) questions. (p.
167)

Dewa, Dermer, Chau, Lowrey, Mawson & Bell (2009) concur, noting that “[t]he rise in
globalization, new technologies and changes in workforce demographics have created
new work environments” (p. 1). The contention of many theorists seems unanimous that
this situation largely reflects a neoliberal education agenda, the genesis of a consumertype business approach to education characteristic of a zealous thrust for system and
personnel accountability, frenzied efforts to improve standards, and a fixation with test
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scores (Ball, 2008; Carnoy & Rhoten, 2002; Rezai-Rashti, 2003; Ryan, 2012). It is
argued that this thrust has come on the heels of a new spate of global debates about the
state, value and purpose of state-funded education in developing the economic potentials
of nation states (Ball, 2008; Bottery, 2004; Carnoy & Rhoten, 2002; Davies & Guppy,
1997; Lessard & Brassard, 2009).
Over the last two decades in Ontario, school principals have had to grapple with
sweeping reform measures that have re-engineered and re-configured the educational
terrain of school administration and leadership (Anderson & Jaafar, 2006; Gidney, 1999;
Larsen, 2005; Paquette, 1999; Paquette & Alllison, 1988; Rezai-Rashti, 2003; Wallace,
2001, 2010). The ramifications of this milieu are all-encompassing; shaping educational
discourses and giving rise to political debates about the value and purpose of education,
which then considerably dictate the kinds of formal, legislated standards and expectations
that are articulated for school administration (Ball, 2008; Bottery, 2004; Lessard &
Brassard, 2009; Pal, 2010; Smith & Piele, 2006).
For the most part, Ontario has had a history of centralized control of education
(Allison, 1989; Anderson & Jaafar, 2006; Gidney, 1999; Paquette, 1999; Wallace, 2000),
and this establishes the thrust and involvement of the Ontario Ministry of Education in
the administration of schools. The Ontario education system is highly centralized,
bureaucratic and hierarchical in structure (see Gidney, 1999; Paquette, 1999; Wallace,
2000), and standards and policies regarding school administration are explicitly laid out
in the relevant education documents (Anderson & Jaafar, 2006; The Ontario Curriculum,
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2009). The legislated authority governing schools is set out in the Education Act and the
Ontario Regulations; school boards are required to oversee the operations of their schools
and are concomitantly accorded the legally-enshrined jurisdiction to oversee school
administration. In keeping with this legal mandate and the duties subsumed in the
Education Act and the Ontario Regulations, school boards articulate policies and other
expectations to guide the work of principals in their jurisdictions. School principals are
school managers hired by the boards to ensure adherence to the stipulated mandates. This
legal structure establishes the parameters of management decision-making that must be
bureaucratically acceded to to ensure legitimate decision-making.
In addition to the formal, legislated expectations for school principals outlined in
the Education Act and the Ontario Regulations, school principals’ work is also guided by
the Ontario Leadership Framework (OLF). The OLF is a leadership document which
developed as a broader initiative called the Ontario Leadership Strategy (OLS) launched
in 2008 (Ontario Leadership Strategy, 2009; Quick Facts, 2012). The Education Act and
the Ontario Regulations detail the list of administrative duties which principals must
perform while the OLF describes a list of leadership skills and competencies which they
are to develop and articulate in the management of their schools. Principals are then
formally evaluated by the superintendents of their employing school boards as per
Regulation 234/10 (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2012; Principals and Vice Principals
Performance Appraisal Manual, 2010).
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The Ontario curriculum is very prescriptive, outlining clear, sequential learning
outcomes accompanied by clear assessment guidelines, and definitive, sequential subject
content and standards by grade and subject level (Allison & Paquette, 1991; Anderson &
Jaafar, 2006; Paquette, 1999). As per the formal work duties, Ontario school principals
are expected to assume instructional leadership of their schools. This centralized nature
of the Ontario education system sets an inescapable legal precedent which largely
establishes the parameters of school management and decision-making. Many theorists
are resolute that this legal reality severely curtails any meaningful attempts on school
principals’ part to exercise innovative management and/or leadership as education
standards and policies are set centrally (Bezzina, 1998; Bush, 2005; Hadjithoma-Garstka,
2011; Sergiovanni, 2009).
Legislation enacted in 1995 and 1997 added affirmation and texture to the
bureaucratic situation described above. First, An Act to Establish the Education Quality
and Accountability Office (Bill 30) changed the practice of school administration in
Ontario, especially regarding educational standards, testing and accountability (Allison &
Paquette, 1991; Paquette, 1999; Wallace, 2000). This bill was legislated to produce and
administer tests of student achievement in Ontario and was accompanied by specific
standards regarding the preparation, execution and dissemination of these results (EQAO,
2011). In particular, principals were expected to complete annual school improvement
plans aligned with EQAO standards and test scores (EQAO, 2011; Ministry of Education,
2011). Several concerns have been levied against the tests, including the difficulty of test
items (Anderson & Jaafar, 2006); test bias against low socio-economic status (SES)
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schools and minorities, especially ESL students (Anyon, 2005; Jordan, 2010; RezaiRashti, 2003); and increased levels of stress for principals and teachers (Larsen, 2005;
Meyer, Macmillan & Northfield, 2009; Wallace, 2001).
Through Bill 160: Education Quality Improvement Act (1997), the Ontario
government further asserted and solidified its authority over school administration with a
number of provisions regarding finance, teachers’ unions and school management
(Anderson & Jaafar, 2006; Gidney, 1999; Paquette, 1999). Of appreciable significance to
school administration, though, was the removal of principals from the teachers’ unions
and their re-designation as board employed administrators (Anderson & Jaafar, 2006;
Paquette, 1999). Government intervention in administrative unionism has been described
by theorists as a neo-liberal move designed to eradicate or nullify structured forms of
social solidarity (Bourdieu, 1998; Foucault, 1994, 1997; McNay, 2009). Other theorists
have documented the ramifications of principals’ removal from teachers’ unions on
school administration, including altered relationships between principals and teachers
(Larsen, 2005; MacMillan, Meyer & Northfield, 2004; Smith, 2000; Wallace, 2000,
2010); more stringent accountability for principals (Ryan, 2012; Wallace, 2000); and
even tighter centralized control of education (Paquette, 1999; Rezai-Rashti, 2003;
Wallace, 2000).
Evidence from the literature points to increased levels of stress, burnout and
succession rates among Ontario school administrators (Dewa et al., 2009; Fink &
Brayman, 2004; Ryan & Gallo, 2011; Williams, 2003). Contributing factors include work
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intensification through higher volumes of administrative paperwork, increased workload
and time constraints; increasing and often conflicting policies, regulations and other
mandates; standardization and accountability challenges; decreasing principal autonomy;
and, increased militancy of teachers’ unions (Fink & Brayman, 2004; Jakubowski &
Leidner, 2007; Ryan & Gallo, 2011). Fink (2010) concurs that these administrative
challenges have significantly tapered individuals’ eagerness while simultaneously
contributing to the dwindling numbers of candidates wanting to assume the position of
school principal. A 2001 Ontario Principal Council (OPC) estimated that by the end of
2011, principals’ succession rates in Ontario will exceed eighty percent (Ontario
Principals’ Council, 2001).
Research Problem
A dominant theme in the current literature on school administration and leadership is
the changing nature of school administrators’ work. Within this overall context of
change, school principals’ work has been re-engineered and re-structured, presenting new
challenges for school leaders. Shifting educational agendas and emphases also
significantly dictate the terrains of school management, and it has come to mean that
leaders must find innovative and transformative ways to navigate school administration
and leadership.
Public school administration remains a highly centralized and bureaucratic
enterprise in most Western societies, including Ontario, and this serves to constrain
principals’ freedom to initiate sustainable reform in their learning institutions (Bezzina,

10

1998; Bush, 2005; Hadjithoma-Garstka, 2011; Sergiovanni, 2009; Wallace, 2000).
Contestations and ambiguities continue to abound in the field of educational
administration to the extent that there exists no shared common understanding about what
is school leadership (Allison, 1989; Owens & Valesky, 2011; Ubben, Hughes & Norris,
2011) far less how it can be harnessed in school organizations. This presents serious
challenges for researchers, academicians, practitioners and other stakeholders to
articulate education reform and assess overall school improvement.
While the current literature offers innumerable prescriptive indicators and models
of ‘good’ principalship and skills and competencies of ‘successful’ school administrators
(e.g. Leithwood, Jantzi & Steinbach, 1999; Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins, 2008;
Sergiovanni, 2009), the models make several debilitating presumptions regarding the
nature of work in school organizations. Many of these models have been adopted from
business (Gronn, 1982, 2003; Richmon & Allison, 2003; Wallace, 2000) and are decontextualized for school organizations (Hickling-Hudson, 2006; Larsen, 2005; Manzon
& Bray, 2007). Other frameworks lack empirical substantiation for stated claims and
assumptions regarding role expectations and the nature of work for school leaders
(Gaziel, 1995; Horng, Klasik & Loeb, 2010; Morris et al., 1981; Tareilo, 2010; Ubben,
Hughes & Norris, 2011).
Instead, the current literature on educational administration offers a
preponderance of theoretical and scholarly assumptions regarding the nature of the
principalship, and the kinds of role expectations that are believed to engender successful
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school leaders (see Leithwood & Riehl, 2005; Sergiovanni, 2009). While not denouncing
the usefulness of these models, many theorists (including Ball, 1998; Hickling-Hudson,
2006; Larsen, 2005; Masemann, 2003) have stressed the centrality of context, culture and
values in determining and understanding administrative performance. Gronn (2003)
concurs that the logic which informs the kinds of normative standards under which
school principals are increasingly required to operate rebuffs the relevance or
significance of such context. Moreover, despite evidence of an intensified pace of
administrative work, and an insurgence of new and re-emerging, distributive-focused
models of leadership, Gronn asserts that governments continue to espouse leadership
accountability measures which bear little relation to these distributed models and which
exacerbate intensification. Many theorists have argued that these kinds of unrealistic
frameworks deter educators from wanting to aspire to the position of administrator
(Allison & Richmon, 2003; Dewa et al., 2009; Smith & Piele, 2006).
The issue of concern in this research was the lack of current, site-based
understandings of the nature of school principals’ work. Instead of depending on
dominant, US-based research to support the Ontario principalship, Canadian educators
should demand more empirical investigations which seek to better understand school
principals’ approach to their work and examine the motives behind their decisions and
actions. Amidst increasing claims of contestations regarding definitions and notions of
work, work intensification and increased accountability and standardization in education,
it seemed especially critical to investigate work-place reality from the perspectives of an
incumbent.
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Purpose of the Study
Given the complex and multi-faceted challenges facing school organizations
today, it is difficult, if not impossible, to recognize and articulate specific expectations
regarding school administration that would fit every situation (Richmon & Allison, 2003;
Owens & Valesky, 2011). Also, education policy makers (and standards makers) often
inaccurately assume that school principals’ interpretation and implementation of
mandated education policies (and standards) are in keeping with the original intentions
and purposes of these policies (Ball, 1998, 2008; Larsen, 2005; Lashway, 2006). It
therefore stands to reason that more meaningful and informed attempts be made to put
school administration into a more realistic perspective, problematizing the often highly
linear and de-contextualized frameworks currently informing the school principalship
(Hickling-Hudson, 2006; Larsen, 2005; Manzon & Bray 2007). To state in precise terms
what a school administrator should be doing in her school is one thing; what she does in
actuality on a typical work day may be quite another, and is therefore deserving of
explicit, thorough investigation.
This study therefore purported to better understand the current nature of a selected
Ontario elementary school principal’s work. Given the dearth of current, empirical
research into school administrators’ work within an Ontarian context (Smith, 2010;
Wallace, 2000; Williams, 2003), it sought to uncover the kinds of activities in which a
selected Ontario school principal engaged, the visible and abstract mechanisms she
employed to understand, articulate and execute her work, and the constraints on such
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work. It is hoped that such an approach can serve as a heuristic tool to inspire future
researchers in the said areas and provide aspiring administrators with a more meaningful
snapshot of the work of the position.
Research Question
The overarching research question posed in this investigation was:
What does a selected Ontario elementary school principal do when engaging in her
work?
Three sub-questions expand on the overarching question, thereby adding more depth to
the research and the findings:
•

How does a selected Ontario elementary school principal spend her time when
engaging in her work?

•

Why does a selected Ontario elementary school principal spend her time how she
does?

•

What challenges does a selected Ontario elementary school principal face in her
work?

Significance of the Study
School administration is too important to continue to be left in its current state of
contestation and uncertainty. The empirical research reported in this thesis provides
insight into the varied nuances of school administration and uncovers contextual issues
impacting the principalship (Creswell, 2003; Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2009). It allowed for
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a detailed, site-based exploration of the nature and processes of school administration
within a specific site, and an examination of the kinds of complex, situational issues
which influence a school administrator’s work. Such insights can help establish a more
contextual and accurate understanding of a school administrator’s work and in this way
better help to inform the articulation of more supportive and practical policies for current
and future school leaders. The comparative analysis of findings from this investigation
with similar inquiries undertaken in past decades offers a potentially more solid
foundation for further analysis into the changing nature of school administrators’ work.
Additionally, the examination of how the principal in this study used her time
provides a valuable reference in considerations of principals’ work behaviours and the
demands of specific tasks, and further expands the present limited understanding of the
nature of school administrators’ work generally, and specifically within the Ontario,
Canada context. Understanding the workplace realities of school administration generated
from this site-specific empirical investigation may provide critical insight into the
reasonableness of standards-based expectations of school administration and leadership,
given the general demands on school principals as they try to cope with the current
intensified pace of work.
Furthermore, this study offers potential benefits for practicing school
administrators themselves. A more accurate understanding of the nature and work content
of the principalship can replace current misleading and surreal frameworks regarding the
processes of school administration and the characteristics of administrative work. More
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informed understandings about the day to day operationalization of work at the microlevel may stimulate self-improvement on the part of practitioners and help diagnose
substandard performance. Further, issues of stress, burn-out and succession plaguing the
principalship can also, it is hoped, be reduced, so that more educators will aspire to the
position of school administrator.
Finally, the deliberate study of a single school principal in this investigation offers
potentially more in-depth, site-based knowledge of the dynamics of administrative work
within the broader, complex processes of school administration within a formal
organization. Previous empirical studies investigating school administrators’ work
studied multiple participants across many different school sites (for example, Gaziel,
1995; Horng, et al., 2010; Martin & Willower, 1981; Willower & Kmetz, 1982). These
studies provided rich but broader knowledge about factors surrounding school
administration. Studies which seek to explore specific cases in school administration, by
analyzing the varied nuances of school leadership at a particular site, are rare (Gronn,
2003; Tareilo, 2010). This research therefore sought to address this specific type of
research paucity in the field of educational administration by investigating a school
principal’s work within her actual school site. In so doing, in-depth, site-specific data of
the nature and challenges of the principal’s work were uncovered. This type of research
can serve as an impetus for similar site-based future research as findings from these kinds
of investigations can more meaningfully and broadly inform policy initiatives regarding
school administration.
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Key Terms of the Study
School principal/School administrator – For the purpose of this study, these terms
are used interchangeably to refer to the chief administrator or principal of an elementary
school who has been given the formal, legitimate authority to function in this position
(Kimbrough, 1997, The Education Act).
Manager/Leader – These terms are also used interchangeably in this study to refer
to the chief administrator/principal of an elementary school. This is done despite clear,
appreciable and sometimes ambiguous differences in the literature: management is based
upon a legal contractual basis whereas leadership is grounded upon cognitive output and
school members’ mental attributions (Gronn, 2003).
Administration/Leadership/Management – For the purpose of this study, these
terms are used interchangeably to describe the process through which a principal of a
school goes about fulfilling her formal responsibilities and bringing her organization
towards goal realization. It involves the administrator’s work activities which are
encompassed by the duties and responsibilities of organization managers as determined
by the terms and conditions of their employment contracts. Elsewhere these terms are
considered mutually important but sufficiently exclusive of each other (for example, see
Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins, 2008; Ryan, 2012; Owens & Valesky, 2011; Ubben,
Hughes & Norris, 2011).
Work - In this research, work refers to all activities relating to the principal’s role
as administrator of the school. Work is a contested notion, and includes activities which
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fall both within and outside normal school hours and categories of paid and non-paid
work associated with the formal expectations of the job (England & Harpaz, 1990;
Livingstone, 2001; Tancred, 1995).
Thesis Outline
This present chapter situated this study’s background, purpose and rationale. It also
introduced the qualitative methodological approach and methods employed in this
research, and alluded to the conceptual lens framing this research. This introductory
chapter emphasized the inductive nature of this investigation and the overall aim of
arriving at more site-based, meaningful understanding of the work of a selected school
principal, and the influences and challenges of such work.
Following up on the introduction presented in the first chapter, Chapter Two,
Literature Review, presents a review of the literature in relation to the research problem
from several respects. The review begins with a historical overview of the field of school
administration. The sustained, traditional practice in school administration of borrowing
from the theoretical and conceptual scholarships of other fields is located within this
historical context. Several observational studies conducted into the work of school
principals are then explored, and again mention is made of continued pillaging into the
forays of other fields. The purpose of this discussion is to situate the foundations of the
field while establishing the major theoretical, conceptual and empirical assumptions
which have both guided and constrained approaches to the study and practice of school
administration. The direction of the review then shifts to an examination of the current

18

changing nature of school administrators’ work, and situates pervasive themes of
neoliberalism, work intensification, accountability, and standardization in education.
Ways in which these themes have purportedly re-configured and re-engineered the
educational terrain of school administration and leadership are discussed and the review
ends by outlining the formal, legislated work expectations articulated for Ontario school
principals as outlined in the relevant documents.
The content of the literature review also serves as the context for the conceptual
framework guiding this study, which is discussed in the last section of Chapter Two. This
framework situates my position on the research problem and describes the direction of
the study. Highlighted are my understanding and approach regarding three overarching
themes: the conceptualizations of work framing the research; the changing nature of work
as a result of significant neoliberal influences including work intensification,
centralization and accountability and standardization; and, the formal work expectations
for Ontario school principals. I adopt a conceptualization of work that includes activities
the school principal performs both within and outside normal school hours and explore
how the dimensions of such work play out in the principal’s context. In particular, I
examine the principal’s work in relation to the influences on her practices, in terms of
how work intensification, centralization, and accountability and standardization
have/have not impacted such work, the principal’s personal assumptions and values, and
the particular school setting/context in which the principal’s work unfolds.
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In Chapter Three, Methodology, the focus is on the research methodology guiding
this inquiry. The definition, nature and purpose of the qualitative research design guiding
this study are discussed, and specific methods of data collection are described. This
component of the study also addresses the rationale for studying the work behaviours of a
single school principal. The discussion also addresses details relating to participant
selection, and the processes of data collection and analysis.
Chapter Four, Findings and Discussion, presents and discusses the findings of the
research which are discussed in relation to the three research sub-questions posed at the
onset of this investigation and the overall literature review from which this study evolved.
The structure of the presentation for the first research sub-question is adapted from
Willis’ (1980) framework and unfolds in relation to the duration, location and initiators of
the activities relating to the principal’s work. Research sub-questions two and three
unfold according to prevalent themes, and address the motives behind the principal’s
actions and the challenges she faced in her job, respectively.
Chapter Five, Conclusion, is a summative description of the study. It highlights
major findings of this research and discusses several implications of the study for
educational theory, policy and practice. The chapter also highlights several limitations of
the research and ends with a discussion of areas and directions for future inquiry.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter presents a literature review of the theoretical, conceptual and
empirical foundations of school administration, broadly, and the work of school
principals in particular. The review begins with a discussion of the evolution of school
administration, situating key theoretical founding principles including the New
Movement. Next, several empirical studies conducted into school principals’ work are
discussed in relation to their contributions and limitations. After these historical treatises,
the discussion moves to explore more current shifts in the field of school administration
and leadership through an examination of the changing nature and notions of school
administrators’ work, situating pervasive themes of neoliberalism, work intensification,
accountability and standardization discourse in education. The review then ends with a
discussion of the formal work expectations for Ontario school principals as outlined in
the Education Act, the Ontario Regulations and the Ontario Leadership Framework.
Together, these components attempt a well-rounded discussion of the historical context
from which the field of school administration has evolved and of the kinds of issues
which continue to impact the work of school administrators in Ontario.
The Evolution of School Administration
The scientific study and practice of school administration dates back to over a
century ago in the United States and major developments in this field, to a great extent,
have occurred within the context and culture of this country (Allison, 1989; Owens &
Valesky, 2011; Tyack and Hansot, 1982). During this epoch, scholarship in the social
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sciences were premised on the dominant positivistic assumption of the natural sciences
that human phenomena could be readily understood through the application of causal,
predictable and structured modes of inquiry. Some of the earliest scholarship focused on
the systematic study of the administrative functions of executives and managers
(Drucker, 1973; Fayol, 1949; Gulick & Urwick, 1937; Morris, Crowson, Hurwiz &
Porter-Gehrie, 1981; Simon, 1950, 1960). French industrialist Henri Fayol was among
the earliest theorists to focus on the work of managers, and in 1916 he described five
administrative functions of top managers: planning; organizing; coordinating; controlling;
and, commanding. In scholarship specific to public administration, Gulick & Urwick
(1937) developed the popular acronym, ‘PODSCORB’, which represented seven main
tasks performed by chief executives in accomplishing their work. These tasks of
planning, organizing, developing, staffing, coordinating, reporting and budgeting later
found their way, in somewhat modified forms, into the repertoire of school administration
(Gronn, 1982; Morris et al., 1981; Owens & Valesky, 2011).
One of the earliest consolidated efforts towards a theory of administrative
processes in school management was advanced by Erwin Miklos in 1968 and later
modified in 1975 (Allison, 1980). Miklos drew from the scholarship of earlier theorists
who had defined and analyzed administrative processes to develop a matrix of school
administration which incorporated both its processes and areas. In later years, terms such
as controlling, commanding and directing were substituted for others such as stimulating,
influencing, leading and evaluating results (Owens & Valesky, 2011). Altogether, Miklos
identified seven processes of administration, and six areas of administrative operation.
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For Miklos, school managers planned, made decisions, organized, co-ordinated,
communicated, influenced, and, evaluated. These processes were carried out in relation to
the school program, pupil personnel, staff personnel, community relations, management,
and, the physical facilities. Significant aspects of the current formal work expectations for
Ontario school principals articulated in the Education Act and the Ontario Regulations
bear striking resemblance to Miklos’ matrix.
Criticisms of these kinds of frameworks had been mounting since the mid-1950s.
These frameworks were largely siphoned off already established principles and theories
of other fields, including business, psychology and the natural sciences and tailorstamped to/for educational purposes (Allison, 1989; Owens & Valesky, 2006).
Educational theorists argued that these frameworks were impractical for the academic
and practical purposes of school administration and that the field should be served with
its own theoretical science to guide the study and practice of school administration, and
the work of school administrators, in particular. This revolutionary period was known as
the Theory or New Movement, and was embraced as being able to better serve the
academic, but especially practical, needs of educational administration (Allison, 1989).
The Theory/New Movement
In a symposium paper presented at the American Educational Research
Association in San Francisco, Allison (1989) outlined four key stages in the continuing
evolution of educational administration and postulated a fifth. The four stages were:
inception (1808-1910); practical science (1910-1950); theoretical science (1950-1975);

23

and, conceptual complexity (1975-present). This trajectory offers an informed, historical
account of significant ontological and epistemological foundations in the field of
academic educational administration, and expounds on dominant theoretical and
conceptual underpinnings in school administration. In particular, Allison credits the
theoretical science stage with advancing the most important “dramatic change in the
focus of academic work being done in the field as a consequence of the advent of the
Theory or New Movement” (p. 10). Allison affirms that
in the transformed social and scientific climate of the post war years, the
academic knowledge inherited from the previous age was deemed inadequate.
Textbooks were considered to be far too prescriptive, too preoccupied with
concrete minutiae and out-of-phase with the social and educational realities and
values of the times. (p. 10)

The Theory Movement thus represented an epoch of transformation in the focus of
academic school administration, from around 1950 to 1975, and emerged to address the
inadequacies of previous academic knowledge informing school administration, broadly,
and school administrators’ work, in particular. Its main aim was to generate a theoretical
framework with which to “give meaning and order to observations already made and
…specify areas where observations still need to be made” (Getzels, 1958 p. 235), in the
areas of school administration.
The major underlying assumptions which influenced the ‘new’ approaches to the
study of school administration were grounded in Simon’s (1946) pioneering work on
administrative behaviour (Allison, 1989; Owens & Valesky, 2011). For Simon, the
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dominant administrative principles of the time were overly simplistic and in need of
immediate re-haul in order to secure and ensure organizational efficiency. He wrote that
administrative description suffers currently from superficiality,
oversimplification, lack of realism. It has confined itself too closely to the
mechanism of authority and has failed to bring within its orbit the other, equally
important, modes of influence on organizational behaviour. It has refused to
undertake the tiresome task of studying the actual allocation of decision-making
functions. (p. 63)

Disciples of the New Movement therefore aimed to develop “an objective, scientific
analysis of [school] administration as a technical process in organizations” (Allison,
1989, p. 12) with attention to its psycho-social dimensions (Getzels, 1958). Education
scholarship focused on more interactive approaches to school administration, and Owens
and Valesky credit the emergence of a ‘systems theory’ of complex human organizations
as part of the New Movement. Schools were increasingly studied as organizations, and
researchers began attending to the complexities of relationships between administrators
and others both internal and external to the school environment (see Getzels & Guba,
1957; McGregor, 1978), the structure of the organization (nomothetic) on a whole, and
the human side of the organization (idiographic) (McGregor, 1978; Owens & Valesky,
2011, Ubben, Hughes & Norris, 2011). The rationale behind these inquiries was that
understanding these dimensions, and the interplay among them, would generate more
accurate definitions of school administrators’ work, and hence produce a more practical
picture of administrative responsibility (Owens & Valesky, 2011).
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However, the broad aim of the Movement was not to general practical knowledge
to train school administrators but to generate a theoretical framework with which to “give
meaning and order to observations already made and …specify areas where observations
still need to be made” (Getzels, 1958, p. 235) in the areas of school administration. Hence
the eager (and relentless) hope of a concrete framework to inform the work of school
administrators remained unfulfilled. Educational theorists assert that the foundations
upon which the Theory Movement was buttressed were integrally flawed and therefore
doomed to fail; still others argue that the failure to develop a theory of school
administration was inherently inevitable (Allison, 1989; Greenfield, 1980; Hodgkinson,
1978; Owens & Valesky, 2011). The field of educational administration had sustained the
positivistic research paradigms upon which it was originally founded for quite a long
time, even in the face of mounting evidence of their impractical and futile application to
school administration. When they finally became convinced of the inadequacies and
impracticalities of the models inherited from the natural sciences, educational researchers
then turned to other fields and continued the embedded practice of pillaging and transfer.
Throughout, little, meaningful attention was given to the unique complexities of school
organizations and the inherently value-laden, context-specific nature of school
administrators’ work.
Arguably the bluntest and most vocal critique of the Theory Movement was that
by Thom Greenfield (1980). According to this educational theorist, aspiring school
administrators and educators alike should not be seduced into the belief that organizations
were solid, real entities acting independently of human control and therefore amenable to

26

change. Instead, argued Greenfield, “the dynamic of organization is made from nothing
more substantial than people doing and thinking” (p. 92). Hence, for this theorist,
organizations were intangible entities, “expressions of will, intention, and value (p. 104),
and represented “arbitrary definitions of reality woven in symbols and expressed in
language” (p. 109). School organizations were therefore accomplished by people who
were responsible for what transpired within them, and for what they accomplished, or
failed to accomplish.
Greenfield (1980) therefore contended that there existed no concrete technology
for helping organizations fulfill their purposes and therefore no way to train
administrators to perform their roles; for “if there is no science that explains human
action within organizations…. how then can administrators be trained and made to serve
their organizations beneficially?” (p. 111). In short, Greenfield was addressing the limits
of educational training programs to “tightly and precisely mould the consciousness and
future behaviour of its products” (Gronn, 2003, p. 2). Hence, it can reasonably be said
that prior to Greenfield, inquiries into school administrators’ work largely did not attend
to the centrality of context in determining how such work unfolded. It was assumed that
principles developed elsewhere could be applied to the work of school administrators
with similar results. Another erroneous assumption was that standardized practices would
produce similar/desired outcomes in universal situations (Gronn, 2003; Levacic &
Glatter, 2001; Wenger, 1999). Wenger (1999) argues that “one can design roles, but one
cannot design the identities that will be constructed through those roles” (p. 229).
Moreover, Levacic & Glatter (2001) write that “despite the wealth of research into
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headteachers over the past 20 years… there is no evidence that it had any influence on the
construction of standards” (p. 13). Despite Allison’s (1989) postulation that the implicit,
rather than direct, relevance of academic knowledge was finally recognized in the
educational literature subsequent to the Theory Movement, Gronn surmises that the
vexing problem in school administration of developing and articulating work standards
for school administrators which erroneously assume analogous relationships between
identities and roles persist.
Perhaps in response to Greenfield’s cynical caveat, Owens & Valesky (2011)
write that “because so much of educational organization defies explanation by existing
rational concepts, the suggestion is that we give serious thought to newer, more
unconventional ideas that may lead to more accurate understanding” (p. 119) of the
processes of school administration, and the work of school leaders. These authors
privilege scholarship which emphasizes flexibility, and content that despite the innately
hierarchical and bureaucratic structures of public school organizations, there are
significant levels of structural looseness about them, that though there are levels of
interrelation, each unit/subsystem “preserves its own identity and individuality” (p. 119).
Hence, the implication is that school organizations be understood as being loosely
structured in significant ways and highly bureaucratic and hierarchical in other ways, and
it is important to understand them and the people in them.
The continued quest to develop more practical perspectives of school
administrators’ work continued into an era which can be termed the empirical science of
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school administration (Morris, et al., 1981). The basis for its genesis seemed simple:
instead of reliance on [impractical] theoretical and logical assumptions informing the
principalship (Carlson, 1951; Sayles, 1964), why not study school administrators to see
what they actual do during their work day? In this too, school administration borrowed
heavily on models in the neighbouring social sciences including business and
anthropology.
Empirical Studies of School Administrators’ Work
Ethnomethodology/ethnographic-focused research represented yet another distinct
shift in the study of school administrators’ work. Drawing upon behavioural
anthropology, the assertion was that by studying the behaviour of school administrators at
work, evidence could be gleaned into the nature and constituents of the job and hence the
production of more informed, meaningful accounts to support school administrators’
work (Gronn, 1982, 2003; Owens & Valesky, 2011). Again, note the continued reliance
on other fields to apply to scholarship in the field of education. These empirical studies
investigating managers’ time use shed important light on how school administrators spent
their time. In the paragraphs which follow, the major approaches and contributions of
several of these studies are briefly outlined, then attention is placed on the gaps in the
field of school administration which have persisted despite these direct, investigative
forays into the work of school principals.
Wolcott’s (1973) ethnographic study of one school principal represented one of
the earliest and rarest attempts to employ an interpretivist framework in understanding
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the nature of a principalship. The intention of the research was “to speak to principals and
to paint a realistic picture of what the principalship was like, based on an intense study of
one person” (Wolcott, 2003, p. vii). This researcher employed participant observation in
shadowing one US school principal for two years. His field methods included collecting
routine distributions of notices, copies of school records, reports and correspondences;
noting, at 60-minute intervals for durations of two hours, the activity and social
interaction patterns of the principal; soliciting pupil impressions; recording with a tape
recorder; and designing and administering a staff questionnaire at the end of the school
year. At the end of the data collection period, Wolcott concluded that “the greatest part of
a principal’s time is spent in an almost endless series of encounters, from the moment he
arrives at school until the moment he leaves” (p. 88). In an average day, he had found that
the principal participated in 13-35 prearranged meetings (26 percent of time in an average
day), 24-29 deliberate but unplanned encounters (a 25 percent average), and 10-28 casual
or chance encounters (an average of 15 percent).
Unlike Wolcott (1973), Mintzberg (1973) employed structured, non-participant
observations in his study of five chief executives in the United States (US). Mintzberg
observed these five executives for five consecutive days in relation to their time use.
Mintzberg described his research as being unapologetically inductive in that its purpose
was to understand and describe what was unknown about managers’ work in order to
develop from a specific study of managers a general theory of managerial roles;
comprehensive so as to capture the whole job of managing; and, intensive since it
necessarily had to probe deeply into the complexities of managerial work. Mintzberg
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analyzed his data according to coded categories he developed during and after his
observations, such as ‘scheduled’ and ‘unscheduled’ encounters, ‘tours’, ‘desk work’ and
‘duration’. Mintzberg concluded that three characteristics described the work of
managers: brevity (shortness of time); variety (different assortment or range); and,
fragmentation (interruptions).
Though Mintzberg (1973) was not concerned with school principals, his research
held significant implications for education and was later replicated or adapted in
educational studies of the school principalship (e.g. by Martin & Willower, 1981;
O’Dempsey, 1976; Willis, 1980). Martin & Willower applied structured observations to
study five US school principals, spending five consecutive days with each principal and
recording all events in which the principals were involved. The researchers recorded field
notes in shorthand fashion, and notes included categories for duration, participants,
purpose and activity initiators. These researchers employed Mintzberg’s analytical
structure and work categories to inform the presentation of their results, but expanded on
his categories of chronology, correspondence and contact record “to allow for more
detailed analysis as well as to accommodate the special features of school building
administration” (Martin & Willower, 1981, p. 70). Martin and Willower found that the
majority of the principals’ time was spent in encounters - planned or unscheduled - and
desk work. O’Dempsey (1976) observed three Australian principals for a week each and
found, like Mintzberg (1973), that the terms brevity, variety and fragmentation aptly
described the work of his three principals. O’Dempsey also found appreciable degrees of
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commonality in both the work content and characteristics of Mintzberg’s five executive
managers and his own three school principals.
Willis (1980) employed a direct observational methodology in gathering data in
terms of the time use of three US school principals whom he shadowed for 15 days each.
For Willis, the observational data were recorded chronologically as activities occurred on
what he described as an activity form. The form consisted of a list of predetermined
categories such as ‘scheduled’, ‘unscheduled’, ‘purpose’ and ‘location’. Some of the
noted variables for each observed activity included duration, location, people involved,
initiator of the activity and whether or not it was scheduled. Willis found that categories
such as ‘scheduled’ or ‘unscheduled’ could easily be ticked but that the recording was
especially hectic during busy periods for those categories which required more
description. Willis found that in an average day, the principals spent the most time
engaged in conversation (39.1 percent), desk work (22.5 percent) and meetings (19.6
percent).
Mintzberg’s approach, and its application in the work of subsequent researchers,
presented a rich example of how structured observations could be employed to gather
knowledge about the work of school administrators. These kinds of investigations also
provided evidence of the work intensify of managers’ jobs. However, Mintzberg himself
had admitted the challenges of this approach:
This method necessitated walking a tightrope between using structure and
excluding it. Too little structure would have resulted in an inability to record
much of the important data, tabulate the findings, and reproduce the research. Too

32

much structure could have led to the problem inherent in diaries – an inability to
develop an understanding of the things we knew nothing about. (p. 231)

This admission serves to forewarn aspiring researchers of the importance of solidifying
research frameworks and seeking to sensibly strike the delicate balance between rigidity
and flexibility depending on the nature of the research problem and kinds of data being
sought.
Morris et al.’s (1981) research is distinguished from that of other researchers of
the same time and genre in several respects: these researchers focused on studying a
specific aspect of the work of US school administrators, that of their discretionary
decision-making process; made important distinctions between the work life of
elementary as opposed to secondary school principals; and, followed the principal into
the late afternoon and evening “if he or she were engaged in professional responsibilities
related to the principalship” (p. 6). Morris et al. studied 16 principals for a total of 12
non-sequential days and found that while the elementary principals employed different
modes of communication, in 74 percent of instances “verbal communication, either face
to face or on the phone, represents the primary medium of contact” (p. 36). Secondly, the
researchers found that principals initiated contact 70 percent of the time and that teachers,
when they initiated contact, tended to do so when the principal was “on the run – in the
corridors or between regularly scheduled meetings” (p. 36). The principals also made
little use of the school’s intercom system (0.5%), limiting such use to morning
announcements. Less time was spent touring through hallways, cruising the playground,
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and observing teachers in classrooms (14%). Principals spent 48 percent of time in their
offices, 11 percent of time in corridors, nine percent in classrooms and 13 percent at
locations external to the school.
All of the afore-mentioned studies showed school administrators performing an
impressive number of activities and actions in the day-to-day management of their
organizations. The activities were of particular durations, and carried out through a
variety of media across different locations external and internal to the school
organizations. Work activities included desk work, telephone calls, meetings, tours, and
conferences. Durations were characterized by brevity, fragmentation and variety and
were mostly of short durations. The principals’ media included telephone calls, meetings,
and communication, and locations were predominantly in the office/at their desks, on the
phone, in corridors and hallways, classrooms, cafeterias and playgrounds. Central in all
of these findings was evidence that school administrators spent most of their time
interacting with others; through direct conversations, scheduled meetings and unplanned
encounters. These studies also revealed evidence of the hectic, constant pace of work for
school administrators.
These empirical studies described above therefore provided rich data on how
managers spent their time. Those undertaken in education were especially useful in
identifying the kinds of activities and actions which school principals performed, and
provided details on where and with whom they interacted frequently. Hence, they offered
rich accounts of the characteristics of administration: intense workload; variety of tasks;
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fragmentation of time and tasks; prevalence of verbal media in accomplishing work;
frequent interruptions; and, administrators as arbitrators of internal and external
conflict/relations. However, a serious limitation was that these studies did little to
investigate or provide answers for why school principals engaged in these kinds of
activities (Gronn, 1982). As Gronn aptly posits, these studies therefore still failed to
adequately answer what it is that school principals actually ‘do’. This was an important
criticism against these studies owing to the eagerness, desperation even, in the field to
learn more about what school administrators do to better equip them to serve in their
roles. It stood to reason that there needed to be a follow up to these kinds of observational
studies, the addition of a research component which sought to investigate the motives
behind a principal’s action, as “principles and rules arise in the course of conduct and are
intelligible only in relation to the conduct out of which they arise” (Winch, 1958, p. 63).
This new aspect of research could be better informed through qualitative inquiry in order
to arrive at empirical-based understandings of the motivations for a school principal’s
work-related actions.
Gaziel (1995) was one of the earliest researchers to attempt to interpret school
principals’ actions by assigning categories of purpose in his observations. Gaziel writes
that though “the literature is clear about what principals should do, studies of actual time
utilization by principals typically indicate that principals do not act in such a fashion” (p.
180). This researcher therefore advocated that “the gap between what is expected from
school principals and what they actually do needs explanation” (p. 180). Employing
structured observations, Gaziel followed ten school principals, each for five days over a
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three-week period, and also used questionnaires asking principals about their preferred
allocation of work time. Gaziel’s categories included instructional management, planning
and acting for school improvement, office management and coping with disorders. He
concluded that “principals spend nearly all their time on organizational maintenance and
pupil control activities” (p. 180). He had found significant commonalities between these
two groups of principals and the principals in other research especially regarding the
intensity of work, fragmentation of tasks, high levels of verbal communication and high
portions of time spent in scheduled encounters.
Similarly, Horng, Klasik & Loeb (2010) employed an analytical approach in
conducting a study into principals’ time use and school effectiveness. These three
researchers and their team observed 65 school principals for one day each over a one
week period using an observational schedule of predetermined, structured categories and
sub-categories. Major categories were administration, organization management, day-today instruction, instructional program, internal relations and external relations. Like
Gaziel’s (1995) approach, Horng, Klasik and Loeb’s involved coding principals’
activities directly into pre-determined work categories during observations. These
researchers found that principals spent the most time on administrative tasks geared at
keeping “the school running smoothly, such as managing student discipline and fulfilling
compliance requirements” (p. 502), findings which were consistent with other time use
studies.
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The two latter studies described above generated similar, pervasive themes
regarding school administrators’ work. Findings suggested that principals spent a
significant amount of their time activities geared at organizational efficiency, which
includes large amounts of office work, and attending to student discipline. Gronn (2003)
too, had asserted that school administrators’ work behaviours were geared towards
fulfilling compliance to formal, managerial/administrative expectations, and control in
terms of student discipline and school operations. The consensus therefore seemed to be
that school administrators spent most of their time in talk at meetings and spontaneous
encounters and engaged in office work, and that these tasks were mostly geared at
fulfilling compliance and control responsibilities.
Despite the variation of work categories in the studies conducted by Gaziel (1995)
and Horng, Klasik and Loeb (2010), important shortcomings persisted. The researchers
had entered the research setting with their own pre-determined assumptions and criteria
regarding school principals’ work, and relied solely on quantitative data collection and
analysis to make their claims. In short, their scholarship represented an interpretation of
the work reality of school administrators, not from the administrators’ themselves, but
from their (the researchers’) own perspectives. Given the importance of investigating
work-place reality from the perspective of the participant engaged in that reality (Gall,
Gall & Borg, 2010; Winch, 1958), this was a considerable weakness of/in these studies.
Hence, with the exception of the seminal contributions by Wolcott (1973) described
above and Gronn (1983), who analyzed the talk of school administrators as being central
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in both facilitating and accomplishing their work, integrated, interpretive observational
studies of school administrators’ work, to date, remain rare.
Adding to the many unanswered questions and issues plaguing the school
principalship (Lashway, 2006) are current, global economic and educational trends. In
this next section of the review, the attention shifts to examine the continued changing
nature of school principals’ work in relation to several pervasive neoliberal themes.
The [Continued] Changing Nature of School Administrators’ Work
I have attempted to show how the field of educational administration has
traditionally borrowed from, and hence been influenced by, developments in other fields,
from the age of its inception during the practical sciences era from around 1910 to 1950,
to the age of theoretical science and empirical scholarships during 1950 to around the
early 1980s (Allison, 1989; Morris et al., 1981). I have also situated the genesis of this
field, and its continued development, within the contextual mores of the US. In
concurrence, educational theorists have also credited changes in the field of school
administration to major developments in not only the US, but Britain. The scholarship of
Ball (1998, 2008), Rizvi & Lingard (2010), Green (2002) and Davies & Guppy (1997)
offer rich illustrations of how the phenomenon of educational policy transfer from these
nations have spread globally, dissolving national boundaries and infiltrating local
academic debates and practices. What is clear, therefore, is that school administration has
always experienced change, and concomitantly, so has the work of school administrators.
In the following paragraphs, I situate some developments in the field of school
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administration and leadership broadly, and the work of school leaders, in particular, in
relation to a pervasive, dominant theme of neoliberalism. I describe this term, expound on
its major tenets, including accountability and standardization, work intensification and
centralization of education, and explore its perceived impact on the current notions,
definitions, realities and implications of work for school principals.
The field of school administration and leadership appears to be experiencing a
transition which “is likely to spawn an entirely new set of master narratives as the
justification for school leadership in the form of nationally defined design specification
for leaders” (Gronn, 2003, p. 3). Educational theorists assert that the overarching
phenomenon of globalization has significantly shaped this transition (Davies & Guppy,
1997; Green, 2002; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010; Ryan, 2012). Globalization describes the
process of international integration due to increasing connectivity and interdependence of
world’s markets and businesses, fuelled by advances in telecommunications
infrastructure and the rise of the internet which serve to increase opportunity and
competition (Bottery, 2004; Davies & Guppy, 1997; Friedman; 2000). In particular,
economic globalization, otherwise referred to as neoliberalism, is the particular focus of
this review.
Neoliberalism
The Margaret Thatcher administration of Britain is credited with making one of
the first, clearly discernible moves to revamp the national educational landscape of this
country during the early 1980s (McDermott, 2007). In 1983, the US report entitled A
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Nation at Risk followed as a seminal policy instrument to orchestrate the overall recall of
the US education system (Darling-Hammond, 2009; McDermott, 2007; Powers, 2004).
The report starkly declared the American school system a failure and awakened a new
wave of direct federal involvement in local education reform efforts. The dominant
education reform discourse accentuated deregulation, decentralization and privatization,
choice and accountability, and testing and assessment (Ball, 1998; Carnoy & Rhoten,
2002; Green, 2002; Ryan, 2012). Shifting assumptions and values pervaded education,
and it was argued that schooling should be about transmitting specific skills and
knowledge for social and economic mobility (Gidney, 1999; Paquette, 1999). Students
were described as ‘products’ and ‘consumers’ of this system, who should be given wide
‘choices’ about education; and, talks became of equipping them with the mandatory
‘tools’ to thrive in the labour market (Pal, 2010; Smith and Piele, 2006). In essence, there
seemed to be a new shift towards the consumerism of the education system (Bottery,
2004; Larsen, 2005; Ryan, 2012; Waters, 2001). Harvey (2005) describes neoliberalism
as “a theory of political economic activities that proposes that human well-being can best
be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedom and skills within an
institutional framework characterized by strong property rights, free markets and free
trade” (p. 2). Many theorists are adamant that neoliberalism has indelibly morphed the
educational landscape of Western societies (Larsen, 2005; Rezai-Rashti, 2003; Ryan,
2012).
Carnoy & Rhoten (2002) assert that marketization reforms characteristic of
neoliberalism advanced through global and local networks to place national governments
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under pressure to lower public spending on education while attempting to tap into
alternative funding for the attendant expanded growth of education systems. Moreover,
argue these theorists, with this type of reform came the tendency to compare national
education systems with other national jurisdictions; hence, the concomitant emphasis on
curriculum, standards and testing in school systems. These standards and testing were
believed to be part of a broader effort to increase accountability through measurement of
knowledge and competence, the results of which were used to in turn measure and
evaluate students, teachers and principals. Neoliberal trends in education, continue Smith
and Piele (2006), have come to demand that school managers/leaders utilize assertive,
entrepreneurial and cognitive intelligence to demonstrate competence at multiple tasks from management of schools’ many operations to leading instructional programs with the
proficiency required for compliance with world-class standards.
Accountability and Standardization Discourse in Education
The accountability and standardization discourse in education is premised on the
assumption that “state regulation of public schools should emphasize local accountability
for the results of schooling, rather than inputs, such as money or other resources”
(McDermott, 2007, p. 81). McDermott espouses that accountability broadly requires
administrators to demonstrate positively that public tax dollars are producing desired
results; this entails many specific managerial and instructional tasks which generally
require educators and school principals to use critical understandings and acceptance of
the value of standardized assessments as reliable, comparable measures of student and
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school achievement. An inseparable component of this discourse in education is the
centralization of authority to state, provincial, federal and other decision-making bodies,
away from the realms of schools or local districts (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; McDermott
2007; McDonnell, 2005; Powers 2004).
The legislated, educational branches of government develop standards to govern
the administration of schools and mandatory assessments which test students’ mastery of
these standards. The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) federal statute of the US, for
instance, requires states to have certain kinds of accountability policies as a condition of
receiving federal funds for compulsory educational programs. Schools then were
accountable for the results, with attached sanctions and rewards – continued/ceased
funding, school closures, students not earning certificates, and performance-based
remunerations, to name a few (McDermott 2007; McDonnell, 2005; Powers, 2004).
Davies and Guppy (1997) reiterate that because these tests necessitate centralized
authority to provide leadership and action, they serve to intensify superordinate
surveillance and scrutiny of school activities.
In the current environment of standards-based reform, the increased emphasis on
standardized tests and the concomitant exercise of rewards and sanctions for noncompliance, has served as the basis for accountability (Darling-Hammond, 2009) and
undergirded local accountability debates in schools. However, mounting evidence
suggests that, rather than improving access to and results of educational opportunities,
these reforms have had negative and perhaps, unintended consequences for low achieving
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students (Anderson & Jaafar, 2006; Anyon, 2005; Darling-Hammond; 2009; Jordan,
2010; Rezai-Rashti, 2003); and, increased stress for teachers and educators (Larsen,
2005; McDermott, 2007; Wallace, 2001, 2010).
Hence, according to popular assertions in the literature, the current nature of
school administration is characteristically high-stakes and has significantly influenced
school administrators’ concomitant work practices, dictated the kinds of tasks and duties
they emphasize, and shaped the tone and pace of work in their schools . Moreover, there
is seemingly a frantic race to improve test scores which has resulted in increased and
intensified work for school administrators (McDermott, 2007; Powers, 2004) and
increasing, new reform measures in the form of policies and mandates which school
principals are expected to implement (Larsen, 2005; Ryan, 2012). Professional
expectations for the job have also shifted (Darling-Hammond, 2009), and current
desirable qualities of school leadership include excellent management skills, overall
curricula and pedagogical competence, and ability to foster good school and community
relations (Leithwood, Jantzi & Steinback, 1999; Leithwood & Riehl, 2005; Owens &
Valesky, 2011; Sergiovanni, 1994). Principal’s enthusiasm for accountability standards
and evaluative assessments has also emerged as another compelling quality (McDermott,
2007). Moreover, qualities of entrepreneurship and professionalism have become
pervasive discourses in the language and literature of school effectiveness (see Smith and
Piele, 2006, Lingard, 2003 and Bottery, 2004).
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According to Smith & Piele (2006), leaders as entrepreneurs, in the true language
of neo-liberalism, are market-generated terminologies that demand leaders’ interaction
with the media and the public in ‘selling’ the high quality products offered at their
schools. Lashway (2006) asserts that this public relations savvy seems to be no longer an
option, given competition among schools that have pitted districts against districts,
schools against schools, leaders against leaders, schools against government, and so on.
These skills are valuable too, given public demands for excellence, transparency and
accountability in publicly funded education.
At the same time, these developments have been shown to be very pervasive in
the US environment of school administration and leadership. With the noted exceptions
of a few studies into the reality of the educational climate in Ontario (for example, see
Ryan, 2012; Williams, 2003), there remains little evidence to substantiate claims of these
kinds of heightened accountability and intensity in the work of Ontario school principals.
Work Intensification
Despite popular claims to the contrary, work intensification in education is not a
new, but rather a continuing, phenomenon. From the onset, empirical investigations into
the work of managers and school administrators, in particular, have established the
hectic, frequently interrupted and fragmented nature of such work (for example, Carlson,
1951; Sayles, 1964). The results of Mintzberg’s (1973) seminal scholarship revealed that
the work of managers and chief executives was characterized by brevity, variety and
fragmentation, and the observational studies described earlier also alluded to the hectic,
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constant pace of work for school administrators. More contemporary scholarship into the
work of school leaders provides clear indications of this continued and heightened pace
of work characterized by high volumes of administrative paperwork, increased workload
and time constraints, administration of increasing and often conflicting policies,
regulations and other mandates, standardization and accountability challenges, decreasing
discretionary autonomy and, increased militancy of teachers’ unions (Fink & Brayman,
2004; Jakubowski & Leidner, 2007; Ryan & Gallo, 2011). Gronn (2003) describes such
work as “greedy work” (p. 5), observing that pressure is applied in the forms of legislated
demands and formal expectations from state and system levels and placed on
institutional-level school leaders.
Richmon and Allison (2003) assert that today’s principals are expected to be
effective and efficient at too many tasks. Smith and Piele (2006) concur that “today’s
principal is a visionary leader who spends significant time working with faculty and
interacting with students and rarely sees her desk. Today’s principal coordinates staff
development and community engagement. Today’s principal wears too many hats” (p.
167). As managers, proficiency is needed in handling paper work and other desk duties
and ensuring the safety and smooth running of the building. Visionary leadership
necessitates articulating school goals and propelling staff towards the realization of same
(Leithwood & Riehl, 2005; Sergiovanni, 2009). Principals as instructional leaders
oversee curriculum development and pedagogy delivery, and closely monitor the work of
their teachers (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004; Sergiovanni, 2009).
They are expected to recognize and appreciate the use of research and testing data for

45

guiding instructional goals, and use research to improve teaching methods, student
achievement and classroom management (The Ontario Leadership Framework, 2009).
Despite evidence (and assertions) that school principals’ work is changing and
intensifying at significant rates, it is still important to account for how context and other
influences impact such rates of change (Gronn, 2003; Hickling-Hudson, 2006; Owens &
Valesky, 2011) since schools undergo reform at different scope and pace. School
principal’s work remains significantly constrained or facilitated by prevalent contextual
issues which shape how teaching and learning occur in school organizations (Owens &
Valesky, 2011). Moreover, administration and leadership might play out differently in
elementary, as opposed to secondary, schools and contextual issues also may vary from
school to school depending on factors such as student and teacher demographics, socioeconomic variables, and location. Accounting for site-based, contextual reality is
therefore important in order to make more informed judgements about the current
intensified pace of work for school administrators.
The Ontario Context
A shared mandate of successive Ontario governments from the 1980s onwards
was to “steer Ontario into the forefront of economic leadership and technological
innovation” (Gidney, 1999, p. 172) thereby competing with other highly successful
nations. Toward this end, the government commissioned three reports which, according
to Gidney, mirrored the same theme: “the urgent necessity to come to terms with the
economic and social consequences of globalization and the new technologies” (p 173).
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George Radwanski’s (1988) report outlined the kinds of education reform needed to
realize these ends, emphasizing that “an economically advanced society’s ability to
compete will depend increasingly on having sufficient world-class experts to provide
innovation and leadership, and a general workforce with the skills and flexibility to carry
out sophisticated and rapidly changing tasks in this global era” (p. 13). The subsequent
redesign of the Ontario curriculum into explicitly stated sequential learning outcomes
accompanied by clear assessment guidelines were the initial actions taken by the Ontario
government in the early to mid-1990s to realign the education system towards the
realization of these global economic objectives (Anderson & Jaafar, 2006; Gidney, 1999).
Neo-liberal developments in educational administration and leadership have
reportedly restructured the work of principals and their expectations and accountability to
the major education stakeholders (Larsen, 2005; Rezai-Rashti, 2003; Wallace, 2008).
Such accountability can be gleaned from an interrelated web of student, teacher and
administrator accountability measures: student achievement is measured by the Education
Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) tests; schools’ failure to meet performance
standards reflects on principals and teachers. Principals’ own leadership effectiveness
hinges on their showings of the first two groups and their own appraisal systems, largely
shaped by indicators from the Ontario Leadership Framework. The EQAO results are
public, and principals are mandated to develop annual school improvement plans in
alignment with strategies to improve test scores (EQAO, 2012).
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The emphasis on principals as instructional leaders presupposes that they be
managers and overseers of the school curricula to ensure delivery of prescribed curricula.
Assessment of teachers’ curriculum and pedagogical competence forms an integral part
of teachers’ appraisals (Larsen, 2005, 2009) and principals must be armed with the
requisite knowledge to do a valid and reliable job. Larsen (2009) espouses that while
systems of teacher performance have been around for decades, present appraisals have
been reconfigured and aligned with more intense criteria, rating scales and indicators that
create challenges for teachers and challenges for principals who must administer them.
The above context reflects the current work environment for Ontario school
principals. It suggests that while the intensity of work does not compare with the highstakes environment pervasive in the US, there remain appreciable challenges in the way
school administration unfolds in Ontario. School administrators’ work has evolved in the
last two decades, and the formal expectations articulated for school principals remain a
challenge for many incumbents.
Formal Work Expectations for Ontario School Principals
Publicly governed and financed schools are subsidiaries of larger bureaucratic
systems, and are subject to legislation, regulation and procedures characteristic of these
types of systems. Weber’s (1922) work presents a list of characteristics that are peculiar
to these types of formal systems, including rule-bound conduct of official business,
formally legitimized written rules, laws and regulations governing performance, clear
differentiation of responsibilities among officials creating specified spheres of
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competence, officially prescribed hierarchical structures of offices, technical criteria for
recruitment and promotion, and, impersonal norms regulating official relationships (p.
218). It is especially important, therefore, to understand the nature of organizational
management in bureaucratic systems, in and of which public schools squarely fall,
principally because management is essentially about making decisions (Drucker, 1973)
and the bureaucratic nature of this process is set within the parameters of legal
expectations.
A school principal’s work in Ontario is formally structured by duties and role
expectations laid out in government documents, including the Education Act and
subsidiary Ontario Regulations, policies of their local school boards, and prescriptions in
the Ontario Leadership Framework. The legislated authority governing schools is set out
in the Education Act and Regulations. School boards are mandated through these
instruments to direct and oversee the operation of the schools for which they are
responsible. Within this context principals are officials appointed by school boards to
ensure formal mandates are adhered too. This legal precedence establishes the parameters
of school decision-making that must be bureaucratically acceded to. At the same time,
other normative and professional expectations are advocated by professional bodies such
as the Ontario Principal Council (OPC) and the Ontario College of Teachers (OCT).
The Education Act, the umbrella of these expectations, lists a number of
categories and sub-categories of administrative functions which principals are expected to
perform. In particular, Duties of Principal, Section 265 outlines a list of duties which
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school principals are expected to fulfil, including registering of pupils and recording of
attendance, looking after pupil records, timetabling, administering examinations and
reports, promoting pupils, ensuring approved textbooks are used, caring for pupils and
school property, allowing or denying access to school or class, maintaining a visitor’s
book, reporting to the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Health, providing coinstructional activities, and consulting with the school council. Additionally, R.R.O.
1990, Regulation 298 Operation of Schools include other duties: leadership in instruction
and student discipline, organization and management of the school, assigning duties to
subordinates, retaining written files of courses taught, making available course outlines,
ensuring supervision for pupils at recess, conducting performance appraisals of teachers,
inspecting school plant and property, providing information to the Minister or Ministry of
Education, and attending school council meetings. Other duties are covered under
relevant regulations and include behaviours, discipline and safety of students (Ontario
Regulations 472/07), special education programs and services (R.R.O. 1990, Regulation
306) and the expectations of the Identification, Placement and Review Committee (IPRC)
regarding exceptional students as outlined in Regulations 181/98.
The Ontario Leadership Framework was developed in 2008 by the Institute for
Educational Leadership (IEL) and evolved from an overall Ontario Leadership Strategy
(OLS) which sought to “foster leadership of the highest possible quality in schools and
school boards across the province” (OLS, p. 1). In Ministry of Education parlance, the
OLF describes “what good leadership looks like” (p. 1) and is designed to “support
career-long professional learning, help stimulate and guide learning-focused
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conversations about effective leadership practice and approaches for resolving specific
issues and challenges that face school and system leaders” (p. 2). Key indicators of ‘good
leadership’ practices and competencies are identified as including setting directions,
building relationships and developing people, developing the organization, leading the
instruction program, and securing accountability.
Given the current global, economic recession, and the continued reduced cuts in
government spending in education (Smith, 2010), Ontario school principals and educators
must make do with much less (Rezai-Rashti, 2003). This has resulted in cuts to
educational programs and services, especially in special needs’ areas, additional
educational support, and diversity programs for minorities (Anyon, 2005; Jordan, 2010;
Rezai-Rashti, 2003). Fulfilling the formal work expectations within the current,
challenging and financially-constrained Ontario setting is thus no easy feat for school
administrators (Allison & Richmon, 2003; Gidney, 1999).
Chapter Summary
This chapter presented a literature review of the theoretical, conceptual and
empirical underpinnings of school administrators’ work. Its purposes were to present a
fairly comprehensive analysis of pervasive trends upon which school administration has
been buttressed; situate the value and limitations of empirical scholarships in school
administrators’ work; critically discuss current developments in the field and their impact
on the work of school administrators; and, set the context for the conceptual framework
which guided this study. Importantly, both throughout and after each sub-section of the
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review, attention was drawn to the gaps still present in the literature with a view to how
this research seeks, specifically, to address them.
The next section consolidates major themes and approaches discussed in this
literature review to describe the conceptual framework which guided this inquiry.
Situated in this framework are the conceptualization of work upon which this study is
explored, the changing nature of administrators’ work within the current, contested global
climate, and the formal expectations which guide the work of Ontario school principals.
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Approach to Inquiry
In the introductory chapter of this thesis, I alluded to underlying motives to a
school principal’s manifested work behaviours and activities than have been previously
accounted for in the dominant literature. In this research, I explore the nature, influences
and challenges of a selected Ontario school principal’s work through a three-pronged
conceptual framework: conceptualization of work; neoliberal impact on work; and formal
work expectations. These themes were defined and expounded upon in the previous
chapter. This section attempts an integration of these concepts into the descriptive
framework from which this study was conceptualized.
The conceptual framework begins by explaining the decision to focus on the work
of the school principal from the three-pronged interrelated concepts outlined above. The
conceptualization of work utilized in this study is presented, and this definition is situated
within the context of broader shifts in the nature, understanding and articulation of work
for school administrators. These shifts, in turn, have come on the heels of a current
neoliberal thrust in education with concomitant emphasis on centralization, work
intensification, accountability and standardization. The discussion of the formal work
expectations for school administrators represents the summative segment of the
conceptual framework, and details the duties and skills outlined in the Education Act,
Ontario Regulations and Ontario Leadership Framework. The origins of these
expectations are also situated within their historical foundations. The structure of this
framework was viewed as offering a meaningful and realistic approach to understanding
and investigating the research problem.
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Conceptualization of Work
Work is a contested notion, and includes activities which fall both within and
outside normal school hours and categories of paid and non-paid work associated with
the formal expectations of the job (England & Harpaz, 1990; Livingstone, 2001; Tancred,
1995). For the purposes of this study, work is understood as activities performed by the
school principal both within and beyond the normal hours of school. Such a
conceptualization of work has been adopted given mounting evidence in the literature
that school administrators spend a lot of time outside of regular school hours
accomplishing formal and other school-related work.
Previous empirical investigations into the work of school principals revealed that
such work involved a variety of activities and emphases. Principals engaged in both
scheduled and unscheduled interactions and meetings, office work, phone conversations,
and school tours among others, and oftentimes continued these activities beyond the
regular hours of school (Martin and Willower, 1981; Morris et al., 1981; Willis, 1980;
Wolcott, 1973). They also spent a considerable amount of time interacting with teachers,
students and others both inside and outside their school organizations (Morris et al.,
1981; Willis, 1980; Wolcott, 1973, 2003). These activities and interactions represent the
media through which school administrators accomplish their work. The studies also
concluded that principals tended to emphasize work which was geared to fulfilling
management responsibilities and maintaining student discipline (Gaziel, 1995; Gronn,
2003; Horng, Klasik & Loeb, 2010). In this study, I built on previous empirical
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scholarship in exploring these dimensions within the work of a selected school principal.
My intent was to account for such work in terms of its duration, location, participants and
initiation (Martin & Willower, 1981; Mintzberg, 1973; Morris, et al., 1981; Willis, 1980).
In this research, I built on previous empirical investigations to probe the
underlying motives behind the selected school principal’s activities. An investigation of
such motives and influences of a school principal’s work addresses Gronn’s (1982)
appeal to account for why school principals do what they do. However, unlike previous
empirical researchers, I attempted to better understand the meaning of the selected school
principal’s work behaviours from her understanding. Such direct inquiry allows for a
deeper, more accurate understanding of the actual work of a school administrator from
the reality of the principal. In this way, the principal’s work can be understood as part of
a deeper mental schema of motives and influences, potentially framed around the
broader, changing nature and notions of school administrators’ work and the formal work
expectations articulated for Ontario school principals.
Changing Nature of Work
The literature review discussed earlier in this chapter attested to current shifts in
the nature and notions of school principals’ work. A pervasive neoliberal theme was
described as shaping education discourse (Ball, 1998, 2008; Lashway, 2006; Rizvi &
Lingard, 2010) and some of its major tenets were explored. School administrators’ work
was described as having become more intensified with increased paperwork , tighter
administrative deadlines, more stringent accountability requirements and, increased

55

militancy of teachers’ unions, among other developments (Fink & Brayman, 2004;
Jakubowski & Leidner, 2007; Ryan & Gallo, 2011). This situation was seen to have
exacerbated already tense school climates, especially within Ontario given the impact of
Bills 30 and 160. The changing nature of work for school administrators, as created
within these current realities, has been associated with increased levels of stress, burnout
and succession rates among incumbents (Dewa et al., 2009; Fink & Brayman, 2004; Ryan
& Gallo, 2011; Williams, 2003), reduced number of aspirants to the position (Allison &
Richmon, 2003; Dewa et al., 2009; William, 2003), and increased issues of trust between
administrators and teachers (Larsen, 2005; MacMillan, Meyer and Northfield, 2004;
Smith, 2000; Wallace, 2000, 2010).
Moreover, several educational theorists have described new, renewed and
changing views on how school principals’ work is understood, and increased emphases
on their contributions as instructional leaders, visionary leaders and standards-driven
managers have become prevalent (Gronn, 2003; Lashway, 2006; Richmon & Allison,
2003; Smith & Piele, 2006). Allison & Richmon (2003) have starkly declared that
Ontario school principals are expected to be proficient at too many tasks. Given accounts
of the shifting nature of work, it appeared appropriate to probe into the experienced work
reality of the selected school principal with a view to discerning the extent to which such
work was influenced by pervasive neoliberal themes.
My adopted framework therefore explored the selected school principal’s work in
relation to how the literature has described such work. Attention was given to the
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principal’s relationship with others, particularly her interactions with people, including
teachers. Direct observations of the principal provided insight into the pace of her work
and generated information regarding her deadlines and other accountability
responsibilities. The interviews allowed for deeper probing into the influences of her
work and the motives behind her actions when she was engaging in her work.
Formal Work Expectations
In Ontario, a school principal’s work is influenced by several distinct but
interrelated types of expectations: including formal, legislated expectations outlined in
government education documents such as the Education Act, the Ontario Regulations,
and the Ontario Leadership Framework (OLF); and, normative and professional
expectations as advocated by professional bodies such as the Ontario Principal Council
(OPC) and the Ontario College of Teachers (OCT). School principals also hold personal
expectations and are informed by theoretical explanations of administrators’ work. In
conducting this research I emphasized the formal, legislated expectations governing the
practices of school administrators in Ontario as these are the official duties which school
principals must legally perform.
The Education Act lists an impressive number of categories and sub-categories of
administrative functions which principals are expected to perform. These include
attending to instruction and curriculum, timetabling, school discipline and accountability.
Similarly, the Ontario Regulations outline a list of specific tasks relating to the
management of the school organization including delegating responsibilities to
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subordinates, recording pupil attendance, promoting pupils, monitoring classroom
instruction, and budgeting. These categories bear striking resemblance to Miklos (1968,
1975) framework of the work processes of school administrators: Ontario school
principals are expected to be planners, organizers, directors/leaders, staffers, managers,
coordinators, reporters and budgeters of their school organizations, and these tasks are
expected to be carried out in relation to the school’s program, pupil and staff personnel,
community relations, and the physical facilities.
The OLF outlines a set of broad categories divided into practices and
competencies; the competencies outline a list of ‘skills’, ‘knowledge’ and ‘attitudes’
while the practices section offers a set of descriptive exemplars (OLF, 2009). The OLF
thus appears to go further in articulating a set of leadership competencies and skills which
the school principal can develop and execute to achieve the duties outlined in the Act and
Regulations, and facilitate overall school improvement. Table 1 below offers a summary
of the amalgamated formal work requirements provided in the Education Act, the Ontario
Regulations and the Ontario Leadership Framework which informs this research.
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Table 1
Summary of Formal Work Expectations for Ontario School Principals adapted from the
Education Act, pertinent Regulations and the Ontario Leadership Framework.

Formal Legislated Work Expectations & Duties
Leading the Instructional Program
Emphasizes learning & student achievement, Develops learning communities to support
school improvement, Aligns staff recruitment to school goals, Buffers staff from
distraction, Implements strategies which secure high standards of student behaviour &
attendance, Fosters commitment to equity of outcome and closing achievement gap
Managing & Developing the Organization
Assigning duties to sub-ordinates, Student registration & attendance, Pupil promotion,
Care of pupil & property, Maintaining visitors’ log book, Establishing students’ council,
Staff development; Performance appraisal, Students’ council
Setting Directions
Articulates vision, Builds positive culture & climate, Motivates & collaborates,
Communicates with school community, Plans strategically
Building Relationships & Developing People
Treats people fairly & with respect, Engages staff in professional learning, Develops &
implements effective strategies for leadership development, Delegates effectively,
Models core values, Highly visible & interactive in school, Encourages & motivates
Ensuring Accountability
Maintains student register & attendance, Care of pupil & property, Budgeting, Report to
Ministry of Health & Education, Measures & monitors teacher & leader effectiveness,
Aligns school targets with school board, Ministry of Education & provincial targets,
Supports school council, Articulates transparent account of school performance, Reflects
on personal contributions & shortcomings, Ensures organizational structure reflects
school values to work within legal requirements, Develops & aligns overall management
practices to goals identified in school improvement plan
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Given that this study sought to explore the nature of every day work for a selected
Ontario elementary school principal, it appeared reasonable to factor into this study the
formal work expectations articulated for school principals in this province. In doing this,
I assumed that the observable behaviours of the principal would relate, in both direct and
indirect ways, to the formal work expectations of her job. My conversations with the
school principal probed connections between observed behaviours and the formal work
expectations of the job. Also, the formal expectations were examined with reference to
claims in the literature regarding the sometimes conflicting nature of policies associated
with these expectations, regulations and other mandates; standardization and
accountability challenges brought on by these expectations, decreasing principal
autonomy associated with these expectations, and, increased militancy of teachers’
unions in relation to these expectations (Fink & Brayman, 2004; Jakubowski & Leidner,
2007; Ryan & Gallo, 2011).
Summary
The conceptualization of work employed in this research has its origins within
broader, shifting notions of the nature of school administrators’ work. These broader
notions are couched in language adopted in the literature discussing the claimed
neoliberal wave of current reform efforts such as work intensification, centralization,
accountability and standardization. This investigation was undertaken in light of these
overarching concepts informing a school administrator’s work, with attention being given
to how the principal’s understanding of her work influenced her execution of it.
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The next chapter of the study, Methodology, incorporates the conceptual
framework of this study to describe the methodological design of this research and
expound on the specific methods employed to collect and report data on the proposed
research problem.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter offers an in-depth exploration of the different components of the
methodological framework of this research. This study was exploratory in theory, design
and execution. The specific methods of data collection were observations, audio journals
and interviews. In this chapter, I first address the rationale for the specific methodological
design, describe the design, and situate my perspective as researcher and student of
educational administration in this research. Throughout the rest of the chapter, I expound
on each of the following areas: (1) Methods of Data Collection; (2) Participant Selection
and Recruitment; (3) Data Collection Process; (4) Participant Introduction; and (5) Data
Analysis.
Research methods flow from research problems (Creswell, 2003; Yin, 2003). In
other words, a fundamental counsel for [budding] researchers is to let the research
problem inform the methodological design of the investigation, and not the other way
around. However, the process of arriving at a sound understanding of a particular
research problem, selecting a methodology with which to best uncover answers,
proceeding to conduct the investigation, and reporting the findings, is often complex and
problematic. It requires, among other things, deep thought about the nature and scope of
the problem, full disclosure of one’s ontological and epistemological stances, and critical
self-reflection on how other biases potentially and/or inevitably influence the research
(Fox, 2004; Jarvie, 1970; Rose, 1985). In this study, I was concerned with garnering a
more in-depth, meaningful understanding of the current work of a selected Ontario
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elementary school principal from the context in which it happened (see Gadamer, 1977;
Taylor, 1977; Winch, 1958; Yin, 2003).
The methodological design of this research therefore evolved from the major
assumptions guiding this study, in relation to the limitations recognized in previous
empirical investigations into the work of school principals, the nature of this research and
its research objectives, and the epistemological and ontological lens with which I
approached this investigation. I sought to understand what a selected school principal did
in the course of carrying out her work, with attention to how she did such work, and its
influences and challenges. I concluded that the research was best grounded in a
qualitative paradigm. Qualitative research reflects an approach to social inquiry that
involves “watching people in their own territory and interacting with them in their own
language, on their own terms” (Kirk & Miller, 1986, p. 9), and is premised on an
understanding of reality as a construction of the “individuals who participate in it” (Gall,
Gall & Borg, 2010, p. 343). A qualitative methodology therefore privileged naturalistic
investigation of this research problem and allowed for the emergence of the meaning of
the principal’s work behaviours from the research process (Creswell, 2008; Gall, Gall &
Borg, 2010).
This research was fundamentally built on previous observational studies of school
principals’ work and was designed to address some of their limitations. While several of
these studies employed structured observations using predetermined categories of school
principals’ work on instruments such as observational checklists, tally sheets and closed-
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ended questionnaires, as a qualitative researcher I necessarily rejected the limitations of
this approach. To have embraced it would have been to adopt an understanding of the
principal’s reality as being fixed, neither socially constructed nor fluid, and that any
research claims must be grounded in objective reality (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Creswell,
2008; Gall, Gall & Borg, 2010).
At the same time, given the comparative component of this present investigation
with those of previous empirical studies, there needed to be a suitably analogous
framework for such comparative analysis. In all of the previous studies described in
Chapter Two, the findings were presented with attention to the frequency and duration of
principals’ actions; this facilitated a detailed analysis of school principals’ time on task
behaviours in relation to duration, location and people involved. Hence, the findings from
the observational component of my research needed to resemble the general framework
of previous studies in order to facilitate comparative analysis (in terms of areas of
convergence and divergence between the findings of my research and of previous
investigations). Also, given that another important aim of this study was to capture the
work of the selected school administrator within its specific site, such a quantifiable
comparative analysis also helped establish ways in which the current work behaviours of
the selected school principal both reflected and deviated from previous accounts of such
work over the last few decades. Thus, Fox (2004) posits that “competence and skill in
social research require not only trained knowledge of which method to use, when, and
how but also the ‘ecumenical’ employment of several methods of research whenever
possible, so as to maximize their individual strengths and offset their restrictions” (p.
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311). The different methods employed in this research therefore offered a comprehensive
approach to addressing the research problem.
In this study, my subjectivity as primary researcher came under scrutiny in several
respects. Perhaps in response to the [still disputed] ontological- and epistemologicalbased debates about the study of human phenomena pervading social science discourse,
Jarvie (1970) bluntly admonishes that “all our efforts to understand will be
misunderstandings, misjudgements and oversimplifications. All we can do about it is face
the fact and be as critical as possible in our efforts” (p. 190). Further, Rose (1985) affirms
that “there is no neutrality. There is only greater or lesser awareness of one’s biases. And
if you do not appreciate the force of what you’re leaving out, you are not fully in
command of what you are doing” (p. 77). In seeking to garner a better understanding of
administrative work from the perspective of a selected school administrator, the results of
the study represent my (the researcher’s) understanding of the activities and explanations
of the school principal - - even when direct quotes were obtained from her in relation to
the phenomenon under investigation. Maykut & Morehouse (1994) describe the
researcher’s perspective as “perhaps a paradoxical one: it is to be acutely tuned-in to the
experiences and meaning systems of others – to indwell – and at the same time to be
aware of how one’s own biases and preconceptions may be influencing what one is trying
to understand” (p. 123). In keeping with Maykut & Morehouse’s view, the unstructured
nature of the observations also allowed me ample scope to record and probe into events
which I deemed important; almost certainly, this was an inherently biased undertaking.
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My approach in this investigation was thus subjective. Significant philosophical,
ideological and theoretical assumptions undergirded my associations with this research.
As a current student of educational administration and a former school teacher, I
formulated beliefs, values and assumptions about the work of school principals which
have shaped my personal experience and academic knowledge in this area. I believed
that, at a minimum, the work of a school administrator in Ontario was guided by formal
work expectations as outlined in legal documents and contracts. Such work, however,
was quite possibly characterized by increasing demands and shifting emphases, work
intensification, accountability and standardization. Moreover, in my experience,
education policies do not always reflect the reality of the process of schooling. For
instance, my study of the literature and my associations with administrators and teachers
in graduate classes suggest that possible linear and de-contextualized school reform
policies have been articulated in Ontario which belie the complexities of running school
organizations. Hence, I believed that there are no “best fit” practices to guide the work of
school leaders; instead, school administration is context-bound and context-driven
(Gronn, 2003; Hickling-Hudson, 2006).
Critical in this discussion, too, is the insider-outsider dichotomy of the research
process. An insider-researcher shares the characteristics, role, or experience of the
participant (the emic perspective) (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009) in ways an outsiderresearcher does not. As principal researcher in this study, I assumed an etic or outsider’s
perspective of the participant’s reality (Merriam, 1998) in that my approach depicted my
“conceptual and theoretical understanding of the participant’s reality” (Gall, Gall & Borg,
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2010, p. 340). However, I believed that my academic knowledge of school administration
and previous experience as a teacher allowed me to interact with the participant, and the
research, in ways more fulfilling and meaningful than would have otherwise been
possible without such knowledge and experience. Throughout the research process, I
continuously reflected on how my subjectivities may be influencing the research with a
view to limiting same, by exercising professionalism and making every effort to
understand and report on the findings from the perspectives of the participant.
Qualitative Methodology
The personal assumptions which shaped my philosophical and methodological
approaches in this study were underpinned by my fundamental understanding of the
nature of human interaction and the ways in which we can come to gain knowledge about
it. In this, I concurred with Gall, Gall & Borg (2010) who postulate that “social reality
has no existence apart from the meanings that individuals construct for it” (p. 15) and,
further, that these constructed realities “are viewed as existing...not only in the mind of
the individual, but also as social constructions in that individualistic perspectives interact
with the language and thought of the wider society” (Glesne, 2011, p. 8). This is so
because human interactions in school organizations play out in complex and non-linear
ways (Owens & Valesky, 2011), and people -- including school leaders -- make
meanings based on their own values and interpretations of the particular situation in
which they find themselves (Winch, 1958; Hickling-Hudson, 2006).
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Gall, Gall & Borg (2010) affirm that “a major purpose of qualitative research is to
discover the nature of meanings associated with social phenomena” (p. 343). A
researcher engaged in qualitative research is concerned with garnering in-depth
understandings of human behaviour and the influences that govern such behaviour
(Creswell, 2003; Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2009; Yin, 2003). In other words, qualitative
methodology provides a “highly context-sensitive micro-perspective of the everyday
realities of the world” (Dörnyei, 2007, p. 29) and is concerned with getting at the why and
how of research problems, and not merely the what, where and/or when (Creswell, 2003).
Merriam (2009) asserts that “the product of qualitative inquiry is richly descriptive” (p.
16). Bogdan & Biklen (2007) add that qualitative inquiry considers details which people
may take for granted and provides unrestricted opportunities for participants to divulge
their story.
Further, in qualitative research, the researcher often serves as primary
investigator. I, the researcher, was the primary investigator in this research. There were
important benefits to having the researcher as the primary instrument of data collection.
Gronn (1982) believes that observing a principal at work is much more effective than
having him/her self-report on tasks. Moreover, a situation in which the researcher is
primary investigator “maximizes opportunities for collecting and producing meaningful
information” (Merriam, 1998, p. 20). As primary investigator, my curiosity to observe,
first-hand, what a school principal did when engaging in her work was also satisfied. At
the same time, Merriam acknowledges some limitations in that “the investigator as
human instrument is limited by being human… that is, mistakes are made, opportunities
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are missed, personal biases interfere” (p. 20). Even the research itself “is a human
construction, framed and presented within a particular set of discourses (and sometimes
ideologies), and constructed in a social context” (Punch, 2009, p. 115). These
perspectives relate to my subjectivity as researcher and the way it played out in the
investigation.
Because meaning is a social construction, it was important to probe why the
principal spent her time how she did. Through a qualitative research methodology, I, the
researcher, was able to probe into the work of the participant, and she (the participant)
was, in turn, able to share her thoughts, experiences and perspectives regarding her work.
In this way, the findings represented an acquisition of knowledge derived and reported
from my understanding of the participant’s reality (McMillan & Wergin, 2010). This
process was facilitated by the face to face, interactive nature of the qualitative research
design, which helped establish trust between the researcher and the participant, thereby
paving the way for the disclosure of meaningful insight into her realities (Gay, Mills &
Airasian, 2009; Mertens, 2010).
As a qualitative researcher, I sought to understand the work behaviours of the
school principal in relation to the influences associated with such behaviours, by
investigating the meaning the participating principal attached to these behaviours through
an intense, in-depth investigative study of its social construction (Gall, Gall & Borg,
2010) within the school environment. Qualitative research, by its inherently inductive
nature, indeed privileges the construction of meanings (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Hartas,
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2010). Work categories emerged from the participant’s actions rather than being
“identified a priori by the researcher” (Creswell, 1994, p. 4). Such emergence provided
rich information which led to the formulation of patterns and categories which helped to
explain the phenomenon under investigation – that of the work of the school
administrator.
In summary, the qualitative design of this research facilitated the gathering of
rich, in-depth and meaningful data (see Burrell and Morgan, 1979; Gall, Gall & Borg,
2010; Manzon, 2007; Schweisfurth, 1999; Skocpol & Somers, 1980) about the work
behaviours of the school principal, and the influences and challenges which shape her
work. The observational component of the research shed important light on the kinds of
tasks the principal performed in relation to their frequency, duration, location and people
involved, and how she approached her work in relation to the time she spent alone and
with others (Mintzberg, 1973; Martin & Willower, 1981; Wolcott, 1973). It also allowed
me to make connections with past studies so as to make comparisons and bring new
insight into principals’ work in terms of how it has changed over time. The interviews
provided detailed descriptions of the nature and purpose of tasks the principal performed
while the audio journals provided insights into aspects of her work that would have been
otherwise inaccessible. In the section which immediately follows, I describe the three
methods of data collection.
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Methods of Data Collection
Observations
Observations fall under a distinct type of ethnomethodology which offers a way of
understanding the processes and elements of a social setting, the behaviours of people in
that setting, and the motivations for [such] manifested behaviours (Creswell, 2008; Gall,
Gall & Borg, 2010; Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2009). Several considerations have been
advanced regarding its subjectivity in the research process. Firstly, there is an
acknowledged potential with this type of method of the ‘tainting’ of the setting in the
sense that the presence of the researcher may influence the actions and decisions of the
research participants (Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2009; Skocpol & Somers, 1980; Yin, 2003).
While the principal agreed to be observed, the fact that I was observing her may have
potentially caused her to behave differently from normal, and there was no way to be sure
that she would act the same if I were not present. In appreciation of this, I chose to
observe for a specific number of consecutive days (six in total) in order to mitigate this
potential distortion. I made the assumption that even if the likelihood existed for such
‘put-on’ it could only go on for a limited time as the operations of the school had to go
on. Another critique is that given the inherently restricted size of the research population
in observational studies, there is limited potential for generalizability. Given that this
research represented an N=1 study, this was not an issue as the intent was obviously not
to generalize but to arrive at site-based understanding of the work reality of a single
elementary school principal.
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Observations can be distinguished between participant and non-participant/direct
methods, as well as structured or unstructured approaches. Participant observation entails
immersion into the culture of the setting, and becoming an active member of the social
group or setting under investigation (Jackson, 1983; Horlick-Jones & Rosenhead, 2007;
Winch, 1958). Bourdieu (2003) argues that participant observation “is arduous to sustain”
(p. 281) and questions the practicality of the researcher acting simultaneously as “both
subject and object, the one who acts and the one who, as it were, watches himself acting”
(p. 281). Given the time constraints of this investigation, such a method was impractical
in this research. Instead, I utilized direct observation (Gaziel, 1995; Mintzberg, 1973;
Martin & Willower, 1981; Morris et al., 1981; Willis, 1980) to gather data on the
behaviours of the principal as she went about her work. In direct observation, the
researcher typically does not try to participate in the activities under investigation.
Instead, he or she tries to be as unobtrusive as possible so as to not unduly influence the
actions of those observed (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2010; Jackson, 1983; Jarvie, 1970). This
form of observation also suggests a more detached perspective, more akin to watching
rather than taking part, and tends to be more focused, and carried out in shorter time
periods, than participant observation (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2010). My objective in using
this method was to capture, as discreetly as possible, the behaviours of the school
principal as she went about her work, with as little disruption to the natural setting as
possible (Merriam, 1998).
Unstructured observation is a method of primary data collection in which the
researcher seeks to observe and record all aspects of the phenomenon at hand (Horlick-

72

Jones & Rosenhead, 2007; Jackson, 1983; Mukherji, 1973). This form of observation
tends to be adopted when research problems, hypotheses and theories have not yet been
defined precisely, or when the research is exploratory in nature and design (Horlick-Jones
& Rosenhead, 2007; Gall, Gall & Borg, 2010). Researchers who engage in unstructured
observations are allowed flexibility to observe what is naturally occurring, without
entering the investigation with set, predetermined ideas, theories or hypotheses; this
allows them to use an open-ended approach to record all that they observe and find
important (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2010). Structured observation, on the other hand, describes
a more fixed approach to gathering data which entails the use of pre-determined
categories and/or checklists to record behaviours (Creswell, 2008; Horng, Klasik & Loeb,
2010; Mintzberg, 1973). Checklists are often coded with examples and categories of
specific behaviours which are then ticked off when/if observed and quantified (Creswell,
2008; Horng, Klasik & Loeb, 2010). In this sense, the researcher observes the participant
as he/she goes about his/her work and each observed event is categorized and coded in a
number of ways.
My strategy in this research significantly favoured an unstructured approach to
observations. Though I had formed a mental checklist of possible behaviours which may
emerge based on my academic knowledge of the literature, my experience as a teacher,
and my discussions with the school principal, there was no pre-determined, coded
checklist of work categories to inform the observations. In essence, I began observations
in a ‘blind slate’, which allowed for the subsequent development of descriptive categories
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during and after the observation process and in consultation with the school principal
being observed (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2010; Willis, 1980; Morris et al., 1981).
The Observation Protocol
I employed unstructured, direct observations to gather data on the work
behaviours of the selected school principal. I created an observation protocol to record
these data which contained headings written into columns in a table format. The headings
were designed to record, under allocated rows, the time, description of the activity,
location and people involved, and other comments and issues about which I wanted to
seek clarification at a later time. The specific headings on this protocol read ‘time
interval’, ‘activity’, ‘participants’, ‘location’, ‘initiator’, and ‘notes’. The rows were left
blank to record the specifics of the activities unfolding before me. A copy of this
instrument can be found in Appendix C.
Interviews
Two types of interviews were conducted with the selected school principal. Three
formal interviews were conducted, one prior to the start of observations and two
subsequent to its completion. Eight informal interviews were conducted during the
observation period: two on Day one; two on Day two; three on Day three; and, and one
on Day four. The interviews represented a uniquely in-depth, qualitative approach to
gathering data on deeper dimensions of the principal’s observed work behaviours in
relation to the influences and challenges of her work. Specifically, the semi-structured
nature of the formal interviews provided rich opportunities to diverge from pre-

74

determined questions, by allowing unplanned probing questions, an important element
which would have been otherwise restricted with structured interviews (Yin, 2003).
Further, the open-ended nature of this method allowed for flexibility of questions and
other probes which yielded in-depth, meaningful responses about the principal’s
experiences, assumptions, motivations and knowledge (Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2009;
Patton, 2002) regarding her work. Thus, interviewing afforded access into the principal’s
reality in order to understand the behaviours of her lived experiences as school
administrator and the meaning she attached to them (Seidman, 2006).
As the primary collector of data (Lichtman, 2006), I was directly probing into the
work realities of the participant. For Eisner (1991), the self as a primary instrument of
qualitative research “engages the situation and makes sense if it” (p. 34). Both the semistructured nature of the formal interview questions and the loose framework of the
informal interview questions allowed ample room to probe the participant about hinted or
unclear aspects of her work and explore her responses further to gather in-depth data
about her lived experiences as a school administrator. This provided much clearer, and
more coherent, meaningful accounts of the principal’s work realities than would have
been possible with other methods such as questionnaires or surveys. Also, the intimate,
face to face nature of the interviews allowed me to observe the principal’s physical
expressions and gestures (McLellan, MacQueen & Neidig, 2003).
The pre-observation interview lasted for about one and a half hours and set the
tone for the rest of the research by providing context about the social dimensions of the
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principal’s school, her professional and academic preparation for administrative
responsibilities, personal and professional assumptions which underpin her approach to
her work, and overall work context. In this way, I got a snapshot of what my observations
were likely to reveal. At the same time, this led me to evaluate my observation schedule
to ensure that its design allowed flexibility to record unanticipated data. For instance, it
was only after my initial interview with the principal that I included the column “notes”
which was designed to record unforeseen information. Readers can find a copy of the
pre-observation interview schedule in Appendix D.
The two post-observation interviews were in-depth and explored what the
participant had to say “in her own words, in her voice, with her language and narrative”
(Lichtman, 2006, p. 119) regarding the observed dimensions of her work, the motives
behind manifested approaches to such work, and the challenges she faced in
accomplishing her work. I was thus able to enrich my understanding of the principal’s
reality by asking specific, follow-up questions which facilitated the retrieval of “more
information on issues that seemed particularly analytically relevant” (Gibson, 2010, p.
62) to the research. These interviews lasted approximately one hour each and provided
rich accounts of the dynamics of the school principal’s work. A copy of the two postobservation interview schedule is presented in Appendix F.
The Interview Schedule
As already described, there were two formal, interview schedules used to gather
data on the selected principal’s work behaviours. The pre-observation interview schedule
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contained five open-ended and other follow-up questions. Question one sought to gather
background information on the principal in terms of her academic and professional
preparations for the position of school administrator, years of experience in
administration, and her school context in terms of student and teacher demographics and
school population. Question two asked the principal to explain how she would describe
her work to a layperson. Follow-up prompts focused on activities she performed, where
she spent her time, with whom, and the formal expectations of her job in terms of
expectations and deadlines. The third question sought to establish how the principal
approached her work in terms of the emphasis she placed on specific tasks, and her
reasons for emphasizing these tasks. Follow up questions probed into the influences and
motives the principal had for her selected approach to her work, in terms of school
context, personal assumptions, and formal mandates. Question four sought to explore the
challenges the principal faced in her work, and probing questions included asking her to
elaborate on why she described specific issues as challenges and how she went about
addressing them. The final question in the pre-observation interview asked the principal
to explain on any areas of significance in her work that were not already discussed.
The post-observation interview questions focused specifically on findings from
the observation period and more broadly on the principal’s overall understanding of her
work and the challenges she faced in accomplishing such work. Questions related to the
observations sought clarification on observed behaviours. For instance, she was asked to
clarify actions such as explaining the purpose of the school walkthroughs; why she held
specific meetings with her learning support team; what was the reason for the closed-door
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approach to dealing with a specific case of student discipline; and why she engaged in
after-hours work. Broader questions included inquiries into the principal’s specific
understanding of her work, and how such understanding both constrained and facilitated
her work-related behaviours. Other questions probed for details on the impact of specific
challenges on the principal’s work.
Audio Journals
For the purposes of this research, an audio journal was an aural recording on a
digital device (in this case, an iPhone) made by the principal to briefly expound on
elements of school-related work in which she engaged outside of regular school hours.
Specifically, the audio journals described after-hours work and included a few instances
of work performed in the mornings before the official start of the school day. Altogether,
I received three audio journals from the principal; each was approximately five minutes
long. The audio journals afforded me the opportunity to replay the recordings, and thus
provided repeated opportunities to catch any key point I may have missed in previous
listening sessions.
Morris et al.’s (1981) and Wolcott’s (1973) studies of school principals provide
rare examples of research which sought to directly observe the school-related work
principals performed beyond the regular hours of school; the preponderance of
observational investigations into school principals’ work focused mainly on the official
work days of principals. However, evidence in the literature increasingly points to school
principals working well beyond normal school hours (England & Harpaz, 1990;
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Livingstone, 2001). In this research, I wanted to find out whether this held true for the
participant and, if it did, the extent to which this occurred. I explored with the principal
my interest in capturing dimensions of such kinds of work and how this might best be
facilitated. The idea of using audio journals was conceived by the principal who
explained how a special feature on her iPhone allowed audio recording which she would
then save and provide electronically to me.
Though I am yet to happen upon anything in the literature regarding the use of
audio journals specifically as a research method to gather data, I nonetheless see it as
similar to the diary method in that the principal self-reported on her work (Sayles, 1964).
However, this was not my principal research method for data collection; its use was
restricted to capturing after-hours work and un-observed work performed during the
school day. Also, I acknowledge that in using audio journals to collect data on the
principal’s activities, there was the “potential bias inherent in self-reporting” (Horng,
Klasik & Loeb, 2010). Gronn (1982) has also argued that observations are potentially
more reliable than having the principal self-report on tasks. At the same time, I was faced
with time constraints regarding my observation of the principal. Furthermore, it was not
practical to continue observations into the evenings, and especially in the principal’s
private dwelling. Hence, while acknowledging the potential bias of this method, I
nevertheless decided that its potential uses outweighed its limitations. Further, more data
was gathered from direct observations that with audio journals.
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Participant Selection and Recruitment
One school principal was selected to participate in this study using purposive
sampling (Creswell, 2008; Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2009; Patton, 2002). I required a
principal with at least five years’ experience in administration who had spent at least the
last three years at his or her present school. Longer time frames in the position were
desirable but unlikely due to reports of high rate of principal turnover in Ontario (Fink &
Brayman, 2004; Ryan & Gallo, 2011; Williams, 2003). I made the assumption that the set
length of service as an administrator was a reasonable amount of time for the principal to
have become accustomed and experienced with legislated expectations regarding his/her
duties, and to have formulated personal and professional beliefs and assumptions to guide
his/her work. I also assumed that a minimum five year experience – with at least a 3-year
tenure at the same institution - was sufficient time for the ‘newness’ of the position to
have faded so that the principal appeared more settled in managing and leading the
institution.
I dialogued with the research officer at the local Ontario school board for help in
the selection and recruitment of a school administrator. I furnished the officer with copies
of my ethics approval sheet which contained the requisite signatures of approval from the
university (Appendix A), Letter of Information and Informed Consent (Appendix B)
which outlined the nature and purpose of the study, the selection criteria and the rights of
the participant, and my full research proposal which described the research objectives and
rationale, theoretical and empirical foundations and intended methodology. These
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documents were used to identify and establish contact with potential candidates on my
behalf. The research officer was therefore the first point of contact with prospective
participants. All of this took place in February, 2012.
It was not until the end of March, 2012 that I met with the prospective candidate
and formally asked her to participate in the study. At our initial meeting, I presented her
with copies of my Letter of Information and Informed Consent, explained to her all issues
regarding anonymity, significance and possible threats associated with the study and
discussed her rights as a participant, including the right to refuse participation at any time
during the investigation. Given the intense nature of the study, I felt it was important to
disclose all the details of the research to the participant to ensure she was informed fully
about the study which hopefully made her more comfortable and willing to participate.
She agreed to participate and we signed the Informed Consent form and proceeded with
our first interview.
At the time of the investigation, the principal selected to participate in this study
had been an administrator for six and a half years, and was completing her third year as
principal of her present school. This period represented a slight variance from my initial
selection criteria in that she had not served a minimum three years at her current school.
However, in light of the challenges I encountered in recruiting a principal in the first
place and the time-frame implications for completing this research, I decided that this
detail was minor and would not unduly affect the research. Full details of her profile are
outlined below.
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Participant Introduction
The name Jennifer was selected by the participating principal as a pseudonym in
this research. She graduated from a Faculty of Education in 1998, and taught for six years
as a classroom teacher with a school board in Ontario before taking up a vice
principalship at an elementary school in south-western Ontario. Jennifer spent the next
three and a half years at that school before being transferred to an elementary school in
northern Ontario where she served as a full-time vice principal for six months. Her first,
and current, full principalship position is in south-western Ontario with a local school
board. Jennifer is currently in her third year as principal of a JK-8 school with a
population of about 400 students and 30 teachers. The school is situated in the middle of
a predominantly working class, densely settled and very diverse community. The official
school hours are from 9:00 am to 3:30 pm. Jennifer describes her school as a ‘middle
school’ in that it maintains averages below the provincial standard in the Education
Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) provincial assessments.
In keeping with the standards and expectations of the Ontario government with
regards to the certification of teachers, Jennifer has prepared for teaching and managing.
By the end of her sixth year as a teacher, Jennifer had taken Additional Qualifications
(AQ) Reading Specialist I and II courses, Special Education Specialist and had begun her
Computer Specialist when she decided to pursue her Principals’ Qualifications Program
(PQP) courses. In order to be qualified to work as a school principal, the Ontario Ministry
of Education requires that teachers complete Parts I and II of the PQP. Jennifer took Part
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I in the summer before becoming a first-time administrator and Part II while she was in
the acting vice-principal position. She now holds a Master’s degree in Educational
Leadership.
Data Collection Process
The data collection process began with my first interview with Jennifer which
took place at the Faculty of Education at Western. It began with introductions, and I
shared aspects of my background as a Caribbean educator and my interests in the field of
educational administration. I briefly outlined the questions I wanted to ask her and asked
whether or not she had issues with any of them. She said no and we proceeded with the
interview. My warm-up questions included inquiries into her background preparation for
the role of administrator and her years in the position. I asked her to describe her school
and speak to the demographics of her student, teacher and community population.
We then moved into the body of the interview. This first (pre-observation)
interview sought to establish some background and work context relating to the research
questions. During this interview, I asked Jennifer to comment on general and specific
aspects of her work, including how she spends her time and why, reasons for doing what
she does, and challenges she faces in her work. This initial interview provided
preliminary data on all three research questions and also served as an opportunity to build
rapport with Jennifer as our relationship was going to extend to the next week or so. The
interview lasted almost one and a half hours.
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My direct observations began on a Monday morning late March and ended on the
following Monday in the first week of April, 2012. Using the observation schedule
prepared on paper and clipped on a writing board, I employed time sampling (see Burgaz,
1997; Gaziel, 1995; Horng et al. 2010; Mintzberg, 1973; Willis, 1980) to observe and
record Jennifer’s behaviours during her work day. Specific observation periods were
determined on an on-going basis, depending on the pre-arranged schedule of the
principal, the occurrence of an unscheduled, private encounter, or researcher fatigue. In
general, observation periods were selected to encompass as wide a variation as possible
of the work activities of the school principal without putting too much strain on her or
myself. Specifically, using a pen, I filled in the columns with descriptions of everything
Jennifer did during each observation period, expounding on events I found interesting
along the way, writing down notes and ideas as they emerged during the observation, and
occasionally asking Jennifer to confirm an observation (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2010). The
actual observation periods were sporadic: Some days I observed Jennifer for long periods
without breaks, while at other times there were breaks, either initiated by me or her.
During specific periods when I was unable, directly, to observe her, she either updated
me later during the day during informal conversations, or provided me with audio
journals. There were six consecutive days of observations. The table below outlines the
total number of hours of the data collection process, delineating the hours of data
gathered from direct observations, audio journals and informal interviews.
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Table 2
Total Hours of Data Collection
Day	
   Methods	
  
	
  
1	
  
Observations	
  	
  
Audio	
  Journals	
  
2	
  
Observations	
  	
  
Audio	
  Journals	
  
Informal	
  Interviews	
  
3	
  
Observations	
  
Informal	
  Interviews	
  
4	
  
Observations	
  	
  
Informal	
  Interviews	
  
5	
  
Observations	
  	
  
6	
  
Observations	
  

Hours	
  	
   Total	
  	
  
2.58	
  
5.17	
  
2.00	
  
6.75	
  
0.50	
  
3.92	
  
2.08	
  
0.92	
  
4.33	
  
5.92	
  
3.00	
  

	
  
7.75	
  
	
  
	
  
9.25	
  
	
  
6.00	
  
	
  
5.25	
  
5.92	
  
3.00	
  

∑=37.17 hours

I did not ask Jennifer to do anything specific during the days of observations. She
went about her normal school work while I made my observations. These timeframes did
not include observations of any meetings or other interactions of a confidential nature in
which my presence could not be facilitated. Such meetings were brought up during postobservation interviews when I asked her to comment on them as far as was ethically
possible. Other than these types of exceptions, my observations were restricted to
describing and recording, as unobtrusively as possible, Jennifer’s actions.
There were many opportunities for Jennifer to explain her actions and activities
during my daily observations and interactions with her. After observation periods, she
usually made time to chat with me, explaining the nature and purpose of her interactions
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and fielding my questions regarding people she interacted with and the reasons for her
responses to them in certain situations. Some of these sessions were recorded with her
agreement. Hence, because Jennifer explained the purpose of many observed activities
during and after observation periods, my second and final interviews were restricted to
clarifying a few observed encounters, and providing deeper context into her
understanding of her work as a school administrator, and the influences and challenges
which impact her work both broadly and specifically. The second and final interviews
lasted approximately one hour each.
Data Presentation and Analysis
Two types of data were collected using three methods -- observational and audio
journal data regarding the school principal’s work behaviours, and interview data
regarding the purpose of such behaviours and the influences and challenges of Jennifer’s
work. The data were analyzed using an approach espoused by Creswell (2008); the
analysis of the observational data included an adaptation from Willis (1980). The data
analysis process largely unfolded during and after data collection (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007; Gall, Gall & Borg, 2010; Morris et al., 1981; Wolcott, 1973), and oftentimes was
iterative (Creswell, 2008). This meant that I often studied the data generated from the
observations then circled back to data gathered from the first interview to fill in gaps and
generate areas for further inquiry (Creswell, 2012; Gall, Gall & Borg, 2010). I continued
this iterative process after the data had been collected from the final two, postobservation interviews until themes became repetitive.
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Somewhat in deviation from the analysis approach taken in previous empirical
studies where observational data were separated out to distinguish between those
collected from direct observations and those from other methods such as principals’ selfreports, and to account for work accomplished by school principals during and after
school hours (such as Mintzberg, 1973; Morris et al. 1981; Willis, 1980), I made little
effort to tease out data garnered from direct observations, audio journals or informal
interviews in my analysis. The prime focus of this research was on garnering a deeper
and fuller understanding of a principal’s work in relation to its attendant behaviours,
influences and challenges, and the methods employed in this research were designed to
collectively facilitate this focus. Moreover, the conceptualization of work which was
described from the onset of this investigation extended to include activities and tasks the
principal performed both within and outside the regular hours of school. Hence, a
separate analysis of the sources of these data seemed unwieldy and was not an important
imperative in the study.
Observational Data Analysis
A specific research sub- question asked how the selected school principal spent
her time when engaging in her work. To answer this question, it was important to take
copious notes of the activities in which the principal engaged, with attention to the time
activities started and ended, where they took place, and other people involved in these
activities (Martin & Willower, 1981; Mintzberg, 1973; Morris, et al., 1981). Throughout
the six consecutive days of observation, I repeatedly read through the data, initially to
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garner a general understanding and then later to identify areas I needed to discuss with
Jennifer. I then began noting preliminary ideas on the margins of the observational
schedule and on a notepad I reserved for this specific purpose. Categories began
emerging by the end of the second day of observations. By the third day of observations,
two important realizations surfaced: some dimensions of the principal’s behaviours
extended into multiple categories (that is, the principal demonstrated similar behaviours
in different dimensions of her work), and, categories began repeating themselves.
After all observations were completed, I read the observational data twice in order
to get an overall picture and capture any new categories. To begin coding the data, I
concentrated on highlighting actions which were repeated throughout the different days
of observations. To decide on how best to code multiple and often common actions the
principal demonstrated, I asked her to describe the nature, purpose and overall aim of her
actions during [that/those] specific time interval/s. A code was therefore ascribed based
on the nature of the principal’s actions and their overall purpose. These actions were
coded as activities in relation to Willis’ (1980) work categories and in terms of their
frequency, duration, location, people involved and initiators.
Interview Data Analysis
The informal interviews referred to the instances of face to face conversation
between the principal and the researcher regarding events unfolding during the
observational stage of the data collection process. These conversations were spontaneous
and sought to provide clarity on the purpose of observed behaviours and record instances
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of un-observed work, and as such were not ascribed the same procedure as the formal
interviews (that is, they were not recorded and/or transcribed).
In analyzing the transcripts of the formal interviews as espoused by Creswell
(2012), I printed and read each of the three transcripts twice to get a general
understanding of the data. During the third reading, I began coding by ascribing brief,
descriptive phrases to different segments of the data in relation to the research questions,
literature review and conceptual framework which guided this research. Broad phrases
included performing school walkthroughs, reasons for after-hours work, influences on
work, characteristics of work, work interruptions, use of radio/iPhone, principal’s vision,
increased managerial tasks, and attending to student discipline. By concentrating on the
descriptive phrases, I began to identify themes emerging from the data which were then
classified into distinct categories. For example, prevalent themes which characterized the
work of the school principal included work intensification, heightened accountability,
increasing work sophistication, advanced communication techniques, and increasing
student diversity. Themes relating specifically to the work of the school principal
included staffing, professional development, student discipline, monitoring the
instructional program, and ensuring accountability.
The overall framework of data analysis employed in this research was an
experience in “digesting the contents of qualitative data and finding related threads in it”
(Gay, Mills & Airasian, 2009, p. 50). The data became sensible only through the
collective processes of memoing, sorting, categorizing, and merging the different
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components of the findings (Creswell, 2012). In this way, coherent and comprehensive
findings emerged in order to meaningfully answer the research problem posed at the
onset of this investigation.
Chapter Summary
This research was concerned with understanding the current nature of a selected
Ontario elementary school principal’s work and employed a qualitative methodology in
gathering data. Specifically, the work behaviours of a selected school principal, and the
influences and challenges of her work, were explored through direct observations, audio
journals and interviews. An initial interview was conducted with the principal in order to
gather context on her work and behaviours. Observations entailed the recorded of
descriptive field notes with attention to the time, location, and people involved in the
observed activities. Informal, face to face conversations with the principal during the
observation process clarified observed actions and helped explain the motives behind the
principal’s activities. The two, post-observation interviews clarified outstanding
observational issues and provided deeper context about the principal’s understanding of
her work, her justification for how she approached her work and what she did, and the
challenges of such work.
Chapter Four presents and discusses the findings of the data collection process
and is discussed in relation to the three research sub-questions guiding this investigation.
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Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion
The three research sub-questions posed in this research were geared towards
garnering a deeper understanding of what a selected school principal did when engaging
in her work in relation to how she spent her time and why, and the challenges she faced
in accomplishing her work. The findings revealed that the principal’s work was
significantly patterned after the formal work expectations for Ontario school principals
articulated in the Education Act, the Ontario Regulations, and her local school board
policies. The principal’s understanding of these formal dimensions of her work shaped
her work behaviours and resulted in a range of activities which I categorized into six
major work media. The findings also revealed several challenges the principal faced in
the course of accomplishing her work.
1. How Did a Selected Ontario Elementary School Principal Spend Her
Time When Engaging in Her Work?
Over the six days on which I collected data, the principal spent her time engaged
in a range of media, namely school walkthroughs, scheduled encounters, unscheduled
encounters, phone conversations, office work, and intercom and radio (walkie-talkie)
communications. My presentation of results begins with a closer look at these media and
then considers locations where work was conducted and the time the principal spent
alone and with others.
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The Principal’s Work Media
The structure of this discussion was adapted from the framework of work
categories Willis’ (1980) developed in his study of school principals. For the purposes of
this study, “media” referred to the activities through which the principal accomplished
her work, while an activity described the specific action performed by the school
principal, or the specific event in which she engaged. Eighty two (82) recorded activities
were categorized into six major work media. Activities which were part of after-hours
work have been included in these six broad categories (after-hours work included
computer-related work, paperwork and phone conversations). Table 3 below outlines the
distribution of the principal’s various work media in relation to their frequency, duration
and percentage.
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Table 3
The Principal’s Work Media Distribution
Media	
  
	
  
	
  
School	
  Walkthroughs	
  
	
  
	
  
Scheduled	
  Encounters	
  
	
  
	
  
Unscheduled	
  Encounters	
  
	
  
	
  
Phone	
  Conversations	
  
	
  
	
  
Office	
  Work	
  	
  
	
  
	
  
Intercom	
  and	
  Radio	
  Communications	
  
	
  
Totals	
  

Frequency	
  
N	
  (%)	
  
	
  
8	
  (9.8)	
  

Duration	
  
(hours)	
  
	
  
1.45	
  

	
  
15	
  (18.3)	
  
	
  
	
  
30	
  (36.6)	
  

	
  
16.13	
  

	
  
7	
  (8.5)	
  

	
  
1.33	
  

	
  
17	
  (20.7)	
  

	
  
11.17	
  

	
  
5	
  (6.1)	
  

	
  
0.47	
  

82	
  (100)	
  

37.17	
  

	
  
6.62	
  

The Principal’s Work Media Distribution
Unscheduled Encounters: Jennifer was involved in a total of 30 spontaneous,
encounters, these being the most frequently observed activity accounting for 36.6 percent
of all observed activities but only 6.62 hours (17.8%) of the principal’s total time. As
implied by these data, these unscheduled encounters were characteristically brief, lasting
an average of 13 minutes, or 0.22 hours each. These encounters ranged from short
meetings with teachers to encounters in the main office or corridors. Often Jennifer was
going about other business and someone stopped her, or she stopped to talk to people,
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which happened less frequently. Unscheduled encounters were characteristically
unplanned and usually a natural part of the flow of the school day. Oftentimes, the
interactions during these unplanned meetings resembled the actions performed by the
principal during more formal kinds of encounters described below: she listened, fielded
questions, sought and/or gave information, and sometimes shared laughter.
Office Work: This represents work accomplished in either Jennifer’s school or
home office. Specific activities included checking and responding to emails, sorting
paper mail, reading, texting, photocopying and printing documents, handling files,
writing up reports, and so forth. There were 17 recorded instances of Jennifer being
engaged in work of this kind in either her home or school office accounting for 20.7
percent of total activities and 11.17 hours (30%) of total time. Of the 17 recorded
instances, six involved paperwork, ten involved computer work, and one was a phone
conversation. Of total hours, 4.84 were performed in school, of which1.7 hours were
devoted to paperwork, 3.1 hours of computer work, and 0.04 hours on the phone. The
remaining 6.33 of office work were accomplished at Jennifer’s home, with 1.33 hours
being devoted to paperwork and five hours of computer work. Fourteen of these instances
of office work took place at the principal’s school office and three instances occurred at
her home office. Office work was the second most frequently recorded medium through
which Jennifer engaged in her work, accounting for the second longest period of time.
Scheduled Encounters: Scheduled encounters were understood as pre-planned,
structured gatherings between the principal and at least one other person. The times of
such encounters were known in advance by those involved and these encounters chiefly
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constituted meetings with clear, formal agendas, written or unwritten. At such meetings,
Jennifer’s actions included standing, sitting or walking, chairing or facilitating,
requesting or giving information, mediating, listening, recording minutes, sharing
concerns, asking or responding to questions, collaborating, organizing and advocating.
With the exception of one meeting held at the school board office, all other 14 scheduled
encounters took place at the school. Of these three were held in the principal’s office,
one in the main school office, eight in classrooms with the remaining two others took
place in combined locations. The first of these combined-location activities was a fire
drill which started off with Jennifer in the main office and ended in the school yard after
she had walked through corridors and classrooms, checking for students and staff. The
second activity revolved around a visit from a school board superintendent which,
although concentrated in Jennifer’s office, extended to the corridors and classrooms of
the school.
The 15 scheduled encounters were the third most frequently	
  recorded activity,
accounting for 18.3 percent of total activities, and 16.13 hours and 43.4 percent of total
time. These encounters ranged from one which took five minutes (fire drill) to two
meetings consuming 150 minutes each, (the superintendent’s visit and the meeting for
principals at the school board office). The average amount of time spent in scheduled
meetings was 64.53 minutes. Three of these meetings took place after school and one
before the start of school, these before- and after-school meetings accounting for a total
of 4.25 hours. All of these scheduled encounters involved Jennifer being engaged in faceto-face conversations.
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School Walkthroughs: School walkthroughs were internal and external tours
which Jennifer performed. Internal tours were restricted to inside the school building, and
referred to the time she devoted to surveying classrooms and corridors, observing
instruction, reading instructional learning materials on the boards and walls both in
classrooms and corridors, and conversing with students and teachers. External tours were
conducted in the schoolyard and usually occurred during recess, when she checked the
external surrounding of the school, looked on at the children at play in the yard, and
stayed to observe the children lining up to return inside after recess. During these yard
tours, Jennifer walked among the students, often stopped to chat with them, and
sometimes singled out specific students with whom she conversed briefly. She also
checked in with the teachers performing yard duty. The principal performed a total of
eight walkthroughs during the six days of observations; three external and five internal.
This figure accounted for 9.8 percent of total activities, and 1.45 hours, amounting to 3.9
percent of the total time during which the principal was observed. This was one of the
media in which the principal spent the least amount of her time.
Phone Conversations: Jennifer received a total of seven telephone calls when
engaged in her work. She was not observed making any phone call, whether through the
school’s landline or her iPhone which was issued by the school board. The seven phone
conversations accounted for 8.5 percent of total activities, amounting to 1.33 hours
(3.6%) of total time she was observed engaged in work activities, and were thus not
among the list of activities in which she frequently engaged.
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Intercom and Radio Communications: Jennifer used the school’s intercom or
her personal radio (walkie-talkie) to either initiate or respond to in-school
communications in five recorded instances. This figure amounts to 6.1 percent of the total
activities observed, 0.47 hours and 1.3% of the total time Jennifer was under observation.
She chiefly used the intercom to convey morning greetings to the entire school
population, and was observed responding twice to intercom messages from teachers. One
involved a trip to the boys’ washroom to retrieve two girls who were hiding out, and the
other was in response to a teacher’s page concerning the erratic behaviour of a child with
a learning disability requesting Jennifer’s intervention. She used the radio most
frequently during the fire drill in communication with staff and the school custodian.
Intercom and radio communications was the least observed medium Jennifer employed
when engaging in her work. Two of the five intercom and radio communications took
place in Jennifer’s school office and three in the main office.
The Principal’s Location
The principal’s time is now analyzed in relation to nine locations: her school
office; the main office, classrooms; corridors; the school yard; the school board office;
her home office; and, her car. Figure 1 below illustrates.
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Figure 1
Principal’s Time Spent at Different Locations

As is evident from the figures above, Jennifer spent the most time in her school
office, 15.83 hours amounting to 42.6 percent of the total recorded hours of work. Of this
time spent in the office, five hours were spent on office work, 4.75 hours on scheduled
encounters, a little over four hours in unscheduled encounters, and one hour on the
phone. The principal spent the second most amount of time in classrooms (9.20 hours)
which accounted for 24.8 percent of total time. These times were not dedicated to
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monitoring the instructional program, however. The principal spent the majority of her
time in classrooms engaged in scheduled meetings. Approximately nine of the classroom
hours were spent in scheduled meetings; with classroom walkthroughs and unscheduled
encounters accounting for the remainder of time. She spent the third highest amount of
time in her home office (5.83 hours), an equivalent of 15.7 percent of total time.
Altogether, the amount of time spent in her office, both in school and at home, in
classrooms and at the school board office, amounted to 88.8 percent of total recorded
hours. The remaining 10.2 percent of time was distributed among the main office (1.37
hours and 3.7 percent), corridors (1.03 hours and 2.8 percent), vice principal’s office
(0.67 hours and 1.8 percent), school yard (0.40 hours and 1 percent), and Jennifer’s car
(0.33 hours and 0.9 percent).
Work Media in Relation to Principal’s Location
Close scrutiny of the data revealed that Jennifer employed varying types of media
when engaging in her work at different locations. Specifically, she employed five of the
six work media when engaging in work at her school office: scheduled encounters,
unscheduled encounters, phone conversations, office work, and radio communications. In
the main office, three media of work were used: scheduled encounters, unscheduled
encounters, and intercom and radio communications. Work media in classrooms entailed
school walkthroughs, scheduled encounters and unscheduled encounters. Other locations
were restricted to mainly one medium; for example, only school walkthroughs were
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employed in the school yard and only a phone conversation took place in the principal’s
car.
Moreover, scheduled encounters and unscheduled encounters accounted for the
widest range of locations from which the principal engaged in her work, whereas the
media of school walkthroughs, phone conversations, office work, and intercom and radio
communications were restricted to fewer different locations. Principally, scheduled
encounters, unscheduled encounters and walkthroughs took place in classrooms. There
were eight scheduled encounters and one unscheduled encounter which took place in
classrooms. Additionally, the superintendent’s visit, categorized as a scheduled
encounter, entailed a combination of office, classroom and corridor visits. The fire drill
was another scheduled encounter which took place throughout the entire external and
internal parts of the school; the classrooms and corridors, the school yard then the main
office to use the intercom to address the school population. Two unscheduled encounters
took place in the school corridors. Internal school walkthroughs took place in corridors,
as explained above. The five internal school walkthroughs took place in a combination of
classrooms and corridors. The three external school walkthroughs took place in the
school yard. One scheduled encounter took place at the school board office. There were
three instances of office work done at Jennifer’s home office, and a phone conversation
took place in her car between her and the superintendent.
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The Principal’s Time Spent Alone and With Others
Time spent alone excluded times when Jennifer was alone but engaged in say, a
phone conversation with another person. Instances when she was alone (for instance in
her office) but in contact with at least one other person (on the phone, for example), were
categorized as time spent with others. Hence, phone calls constituted part of office work
but were not considered as [aspects of] work accomplished while alone. Exclusively, time
spent alone included the times when Jennifer sat at her office, both at school and home,
engaged in school-related work such as doing paperwork or at her computer. Of the total
37.17 hours of work, she spent 11.13 hours alone, 29.9 percent of the total hours of work.
During times spent alone, Jennifer engaged in several aspects of office-related work
including computer-related work (8.10 hours) and paperwork (3.03 hours).
Time spent with others accounted for 70.1 percent of Jennifer’s total time,
amounting to 26.04 hours. Figure 2 below highlights the time Jennifer spent alone and
with other people.
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Figure 2
The Principal’s Time Spent Alone and With Others

In the figure above, the category ‘other’ described Jennifer’s time spent with
people not identified above or a combination of persons (7.20 hours in total). This time
was allocated, in hours, as follows: 0.31 with parents and students; 0.17 with a social
worker; 0.42 with colleagues/other administrators; 0.42 with the entire school (via
intercom); 0.1 with the custodian; 1.47 in a meeting with an external/community project
team; 1.50 with the learning support team and parents; 1.25 with the learning support
team; 0.88 with the vice principal and a learning support teacher; 0.17 with the school
counsellor; and, 0.33 with the superintendent, teachers and students of her school.
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In terms of time spent with others, Jennifer spent the most time with teachers
(4.98 hours). The group with which she spent the second highest amount of time was
students (3.60 hours). Time spent with the superintendent and at the school board office
in a meeting with other principals and Ministry officials (2.97 hours and 2. 58 hours,
respectively) accounted for the third and fourth groups engaging most of Jennifer’s time.
Following these groups, Jennifer spent the least amount of time with parents (2. 20
hours), teachers and students (1.77 hours), and her vice principal (0.92 hours).
The Initiated Activity Record
Jennifer initiated work activities 36 times out of a total of 82 instances (43.9
percent in total). In 15 instances (18.3 percent), activities were mutually agreed upon by
all participants; and in 31 instances (37.8 percent), activities were initiated by others.
More specifically, the principal initiated verbal interaction with others only 26.2 percent
of times; hence, 73.8 percent of exchanges were initiated by others. Of the latter figure,
teachers were responsible for initiating over two thirds of verbal interactions (68%
overall) with the principal.
Discussion
The findings of the observational component of my research reflected varying
levels of convergence with those of previous studies in terms of the content and
characteristics of school principals’ work. The principal in my study spent her time
engaged in several media in the day to day operationalization of her work, including
school walkthroughs, scheduled and unscheduled encounters and office work. Such work
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was constant, fragmented and people-driven. At the same time, there were appreciable
changes in the current nature of the selected school principal’s work as compared to
previous investigations.
Work Media
There were similarities in the conceptualization and scope of the work media
categories employed in this study and those of previous empirical investigations. A
common thread woven in all of these previous studies was the preponderance of time
school principals spent engaged in verbal interactions with others, essentially through
scheduled and unscheduled encounters (Martin & Willower, 1981; Morris, et al., 1981;
Willis, 1980; Wolcott, 1973). Wolcott observed that “the greatest part of a principal’s
time is spent in an almost endless series of encounters, from the moment he arrives at
school until the moment he leaves” (p. 88). Furthermore, the findings of my research also
supported evidence in the empirical literature that compared to other media, principals
spent the least amount of their time engaged in school walkthroughs, phone conversations
and intercom communications (Gaziel, 1995; Horng, Klasik & Loeb, 2010; Martin &
Willower, 1981; Morris, et al., 1981; Willis, 1980; Wolcott, 1973).
Work Locations
With the exception of Willis (1980), other researchers’ finding of principals’ time
spent at different locations varied. As did my principal, the principals in Willis’s study
spent the majority of their time in their office, a total of 187.6 hours (55.8 percent).
However, with the exception of Mintzberg (1973), whose managers spent 39 percent of
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their total time in their office, other researchers recorded significantly lower numbers for
school principals’ time spent in their offices: for Morris et al. (1981), the figure was
30.62 hours, or 12 percent of total time; Wolcott’s (1973) principal spent 15 percent of
total time in his office; and, Martin & Willower (1981) reported that principals spent 39.9
hours, or 16 percent of their total time in their office.
Time Spent Alone and With Others
Another area of convergence between my findings and those of previous
empirical investigations was the amount of time principals were observed spending with
others. In this, the general finding was that principals spent the greater proportion of their
time in the company of others. The principal in my study spent only 29.9 percent of her
time alone and 70.1 percent with others. Wolcott’s (1973) principal spent only 24 percent
of his time alone. Similarly, Willis (1980) found that his principals spent 24.6 percent of
their total time alone, 47.2 percent of time with others internally (158.4 hours), and 28.2
percent with others external to school (94.8 hours).
Initiated Activity
The widest discrepancy between my study and others was in the number of
instances the school principal initiated verbal contact. My findings revealed that the
principal initiated verbal contact with others in 26.2 percent of cases. Though quantified
descriptions were not given in several of the empirical studies discussed in this thesis (for
instance Gaziel, 1995; Willis, 1980; Wolcott, 1973), Morris et al. (1981) found that
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principals initiated contact 70 percent of the times while Martin & Willower (1981)
found that principals did so 53 percent of the time.
Characteristics of Work
Carlson’s (1951) pioneer study of executive directors presented clear, empirical
evidence of the intense, varied, constant and fragmented nature of managerial work.
Other studies echoed similar findings (Martin & Willower, 1981; Mintzberg, 1973;
Morris et al., 1981; Willis, 1980; Wolcott, 1973). The principal in my study aptly
surmised that her work was determined by schedules out of her control in that much of
her work was initiated and dictated by others. As she said, “I don’t know when I go to
work what would be coming my way”. Such work included attention to different tasks,
with interruptions of and revisits to these and other tasks. At the same time, the
principal’s work can be described as being cyclical, in that there were specified, formal
mandates articulated for her work which necessitated the prevalence of certain tasks at
different and specific times.
In conclusion, the principal in my study engaged in her work in much the same
way as principals were found to do in previous observational studies. The everyday
reality of such work involved appreciable commitment to oral communication in a
constant series of planned and spontaneous encounters. Like other principals, the
principal in my study mostly was never alone, expect when she sat in her office engaged
in office work. Finally, in the course of accomplishing their work, a substantial number
of principals’ activities was initiated by others, especially teachers, students and
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superiors. The next segment of the chapter builds on this presentation to discuss the
motives the principal had for engaging in the kinds of activities described in this section.
2. Why Did a Selected Ontario Elementary School Principal Spend Her Time the
Way She Did?
The second research sub-question posed in this investigation sought to examine
why the principal spent her time the way she did when engaging in her work. From an
analysis of the findings, it was evident that the principal’s understanding of her work
constructed her working realities and gave meaning and purpose to her actions. She spent
her time the way she did in order to comply with the formal expectations articulated for
her work. Moreover, the principal’s emphasis on communication, building relationships
and the instructional program was the impetus for her approach to her work. This
emphasis reflected the vision of her school, that of the development of a safe, healthy
learning community for all students.
The Principal’s Understanding of Her Work
From an analysis of the transcripts, it was apparent that Jennifer understood her
work from two main dimensions. She articulated formal, mandated expectations
governing her work and personal assumptions and priorities which influenced how and
on what tasks she placed emphasis. Together, these dimensions represented the
interconnected range of understanding Jennifer held of her work and accounted for her
manifested work behaviours.
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In response to a probing question which sought to understand how she would
describe to a layperson what it is that she actually does as a school principal, Jennifer
replied:
Um, it depends on the day, on multiple factors as to what I would be doing and
what time of the day. My work in the building is sometimes dictated to me by
schedules that are out of my control. So it must be mandatory attendance at
certain meetings. I go into my work every day with no plan unless it’s on my
schedule as to what I will do because a lot of things are initiated by others as to
what my day is going to look like. Trumping all things would be emergency and
student safety. So those things I don’t know when I go to work what would be
coming my way. So I can’t necessarily define my work, that’s what I love about
my work, is that every day is going to be different. But it would be a combination
of instruction, management, and people relationships; sometimes, at some times
of the year, much more management. And again, every single day, every single
month is different; that’s the beauty of the job.

Jennifer went on to explain how the nature of her job demanded that she be flexible and
reactive; hence, she explained that rigid schedules were impractical given the nature of
her work. She further described her work as fragmented, interrupted and varied and
explained how issues came up on a day to day basis which she had to prioritize. These
priorities were based on her personal emphases as school leader and on impending formal
deadlines. Certain administrative responsibilities with impending deadlines necessitated
more of Jennifer’s attention during the academic year. Jennifer’s overall description of
her work presented quite an apt picture of its day to day manifestation as I observed
during my six days with her.
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Formal Dimensions
Jennifer’s understanding of her work was broadly informed by the formal,
legislated work expectations for Ontario school administrators. She explained that these
formal expectations were outlined in the Education Act, the Ontario regulations, and
school board policies. These expectations then governed her work behaviours and
determined her areas of focus and the allocation of her time. She explained:
What I do is determined by priorities set by my superiors…my work is dictated by
provincial and board policies and collective agreements…so there are certain
priorities and deadlines I must attend to…and so this dictates what I would be
doing in the building leading up to that.

While the overarching duties of the principal’s work are described in the Education Act
and the Ontario Regulations, the Jennifer’s immediate employer/superior is the local
school board in whose jurisdiction the principal worked and to whom the principal
directly reported. In overseeing the operations of schools in the principal’s region, this
board issued policies and mandates which she was contractually obligated to fulfill.
Jennifer could be described as a rule follower in the sense that she was concerned with
fulfilling the formal mandates of her work. She described accountability and transparency
as two factors influencing her approach to her work and explained her contractual
responsibilities as school administrator to fulfill the clearly articulated expectations of her
job.
Jennifer went on to explain that the formal expectations for her work were
articulated in different forms. In addition to the duties outlined in the Education Act and
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the Ontario Regulations, policies and other responsibilities were spelt out in electronic,
paper or telephone circulars, missives and other correspondences from the school board
and sometimes the Ministry of Education. The circulars from the school board were
usually follow-up to already existing policies and expectations, clarifications on
particular issues, policy reactions/responses to new developments or situations arising, or
missives requiring specific courses of action from administrators. Examples of these
correspondences can be found in Appendix G.
Jennifer classified her formal duties as being largely instructional and managerial
and described how they were not mutually exclusive but often interrelated in that
attending to one area often facilitated her work in another. She said:
…there’s also some tasks that are managerial but you won’t be able to do the
instructional piece unless you do the managerial piece. So like human resources,
so you’re not going to get great instruction in the classroom unless you are being
a human resource manager…I had to hire a teacher, you remember, last week, that
was human resources…but I wanted to get the program in place for those kids
who were showing up every day and needed a teacher who can teach them and
maintain continuity of the program – which was the instructional piece.

She provided examples of these formal expectations which included monitoring student
instruction, evaluating the instructional program, conducting teachers’ performance
appraisals, recording and reporting on student progress, school safety, budgeting and
allocating resources for the development of the school organization. Teachers’
performance appraisals, reporting student progress and staffing were examples of
responsibilities which overlapped into managerial responsibilities. Below are details of
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the kinds of tasks Jennifer performed in order to fulfill the formal work expectations of
her job.
(i) evaluating the instructional program: monitoring, diagnosing and reporting on
student progress, evaluating curriculum and instruction, and evaluating and
selecting textbooks
(ii) conducting teachers’ appraisals: assessing and evaluating teachers’ instructional
delivery of the curriculum, meeting with teachers to provide feedback and
discuss areas for professional development, and completing a report in which
she explains her evaluative comments and recommendations
(iii) recording and reporting on student progress: incorporates aspects of the
instructional program outlined above, supervising report cards, and providing
feedback to parents and the school board
(iv) school safety: ensuring that the physical facilities are well-maintained and pose
no hazard to students and staff, addressing student discipline in timely,
prescribed steps
(v) budgeting and allocating resources: staffing, which includes providing additional
learning support for students with special needs, paying the school’s bills,
preparing expense reports to be examined by her superintendent, and
providing staff with learning materials.
Some areas of the above expectations received greater emphasis at certain times
of the year, especially in relation to impending deadlines. Moreover, a lot of tasks were
completed at home, and often on the weekends. Jennifer explained that there were
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competing priorities for her time during the work day so that she preferred dealing with
“the people during the day and the paper after school on my own time or on the
weekends”. Specific deadlines included graduation and report cards (deadline in June of
every year), timetabling and staffing (April deadline) and student enrolment (late
September-October).The principal explained that she accomplished all of these tasks on
weekends at her home. She added other deadlines including performance appraisals
(conducted March/April that year), and draft submission of her annual school
improvement plan (May deadline). Jennifer explained that these formal deadlines dictated
the kinds of activities she would be engaged in, the people she would interact with, and
the amount of time she would spend attending to them.
More specifically, for the current school year, many of the formal expectations of
Jennifer’s work surrounded the concepts of networking and learning cycles and
principals’ involvement as instructional leaders in these processes. To facilitate this, the
school board organized monthly meetings for principals to allow such collaboration.
According to Jennifer:
So we are right now working as a network of schools; one network is just four
elementary schools in that area and we are working with our grades one to eight
teachers around learning cycles in their homeroom classrooms of literacy. So
when we as principals get together, we have to plan what those meetings are
going to look like, facilitate those meetings, being present and involved in those
meetings and then following those meetings to ensure what we discussed, what
we strategized, what we planned are taking place in the classroom. Those are
clear expectations that have come down, some from the board, the Ministry, to us.
That has been, to me, this year the biggest expectation.
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She had explained in our preliminary interview that I would be observing her spending a
lot of time at such meetings with her staff and monthly staff meeting, learning support
team, and vice principal to map out strategies and continue follow-up regarding the
networking and learning cycles initiatives.
Personal Dimensions
According to Jennifer, her entire outlook towards her work, and her concomitant
work practices, were shaped by overarching personal emphases: communication, building
relationships, and instructional leadership. This three-pronged emphasis evolved as part
of her professional reflection when she was starting off as an administrator. She
explained that communication was a critical part of what she did and that her aim was to
promote “transparent and effective communication practices as much as possible between
staff members, between administration and staff, and staff and students.” She explained
how this process was pivotal in facilitating the other two areas in that she believed that
the most effective way to build relationships and develop a superior and rewarding
learning experience in the school was to communicate those expectations to staff and
maintain open and meaningful channels of communication to get there.
On building relationships, she said:
You’re not going to be able to build relationships if you don’t have good
communication strategies. I really feel that building relationships is not just about
building relationships with staff which is probably one of the most difficult
relationships to build. But as I shared with the staff, it’s about staff building
relationships with their students, with the parents, and reminding them all the time
that they are partners, they send their kids to school every day, their most prized
possessions, you need to build a relationship with the parents, for me to build a
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relationship with the parent community members, like the school council and the
PTA”.

Jennifer therefore saw communication as a crucial mechanism in building healthy work
relationships. She described the instructional program as her big passion which she
communicated to her teachers, encouraging them to foster learning environments that
would make parents want to send their children to school, and that were challenging and
rewarding. This three-pronged approach constituted Jennifer’s vision; the school as the
center of the village, “which comes from building relationships, and that comes from
communicating with each other, and that comes from providing learning experiences that
you want to come to school, right, and you want to send your kids to school; that’s my
vision”. A priority for Jennifer whenever she was in the building was to perform
classroom walkthroughs in order to get a direct feel for the learning program taking place
at her school.
Understanding Translated into Behaviours
I garnered initial knowledge of Jennifer’s approach to her work during my first
interview with her. My knowledge base grew during my observations of her at work, and
further during our informal discussions after observation periods. More solid and in-depth
understanding, however, came during our post-observation interviews when she and I got
down to discussing deep, reflective questions regarding her practices and the kinds of
assumptions and influences which shaped those practices. I developed a fuller
appreciation for how her formal, personal and practical understanding of her work
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translated into work behaviours, all with the aim of fulfilling the formal expectations
articulated for her work.
Principal’s Approach to Her Work
The three-pronged approach discussed earlier influenced Jennifer’s attempt to
communicate, build relationships and attend to the instructional program of her school in
particular ways. In response to my question about how her concomitant work practices
reflected her three-pronged approach, she responded:
…being there, being visible, I think… I have to participate in those learning cycle
meetings…I have to know what the kids are expected to do do…I have to make
sure I am aware of assessment and evaluation procedures so that if they’re off
track I can get them back on track.

She went on to describe how she communicated with her staff, explaining that she
achieved this mainly through face to face communication and electronic and paper
communication. She also sent out weekly newsletters to parents’ email addresses and
posted same on the school’s website. She also used her radio and iPhone to facilitate
communication, including texting to parents and sometimes teachers. Jennifer explained
that for some parents, texting was a new, more convenient way of gaining access to her
by eliminating the delays if using the school’s switchboard. She also explained that her
job requires her to be mobile and so having her iPhone and radio allowed her to maintain
contact with the secretary and others who may need to reach her.
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Jennifer described building relationships with staff as being very difficult kind,
but explained that the personal attributes she brought to the job eased this process
substantively:
Well, I think I smile, I think I laugh, I cry when I can, you know. I show
humility…I demonstrate I am human and that this role is not superhuman…I
think it’s important to be transparent with people. So that they understand that
we’re individuals too, and I show empathy for you as a staff member if you
experience death…divorce…and you’ve shared with me…I share too. That’s part
of building reciprocal relationship is I share stuff too, right?

Jennifer believed that by finding opportunities to talk to her staff and adopting an opendoor policy she communicated her receptiveness, visibility, accessibility and
approachability.
Another important dimension of work for Jennifer was securing accountability.
She described her management/leadership style as being a combination of “pressure and
support” and expounded on how she communicated this to staff then went about securing
it. She explained that she clearly communicated her expectations, provided professional
learning opportunities for staff to become more competent and then followed up through
classroom walkthroughs, conversations and staff meetings to ensure that her expectations
were being met.
While her three-pronged approach to administration and leadership shed
important light on her concomitant work behaviours, an even more vivid appreciation of
how Jennifer’s overall formal, personal and practical understandings of her work
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achieved her work is gained through an examination of her work media, and an analysis
of their purpose and outcomes.
The Principal’s Work Media
Around the time I began the research, Jennifer explained that she had just
completed staffing, a specific formal expectation. This process was guided by both school
board mandates and teachers’ collective agreements, with stipulated language on how and
when it was to unfold. During my first interview with Jennifer in April, she explained
how expectations came with deadlines which then dictated her priorities:
Like right now it’s staffing, so a lot of my time is, you know, yesterday was a
deadline that you needed to notify staff about their assignment change. Well, a lot
of my time in the last two weeks has been coordinating who’s going to teach
what, having those one on one conversations, fitting in that I spoke to you, and
you, and you, then I put it in writing for you, and you, and you. Then I met with
the union if there was going to be an issue about an assignment change. Again,
that’s an expectation, all of that had to be done by April 18. So that dictates what
I’m going to do leading up to that.

When asked how this unfolded, specifically, she explained that it meant spending a lot of
time in her office and sometimes classrooms with teachers at meetings, both planned and
spontaneous, engaging in office work, and sometimes making calls to the board or union
office if there were issues of a particularly sensitive nature regarding specific teachers’
teaching assignments. These work media, namely office work, scheduled encounters,
unscheduled encounters, and phone conversations, were all work categories which
emerged from the data. The rest of this section explores how the principal accomplished
her work through these various media.
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School Walkthroughs: Jennifer’s explanations regarding the nature and purposes
of her school walkthroughs led me to conclude that this specific medium facilitated her
work from several respects, including school safety, human resource management,
teachers’ professional development, diagnosing instructional strengths and needs,
accountability and transparency, school safety, instructional leadership, teacher
supervision and overall management of the school organization. In short, they helped her
accomplish key aspects of the formal and personal expectations of her work. These
school walkthroughs were accomplished with the overall aim of relaying and seeking
information, but more specifically monitoring student progress, evaluating instruction,
monitoring student progress, ensuring school safety, and securing accountability. When I
asked her what was the purpose of the school walkthroughs, and what was she looking
for when she conducted them, she had this to say:
Everything: who is in the classroom, what is happening; what are the kids doing,
are they able to complete the tasks, are they engaged; is that the Ontario
curriculum being delivered; is that related to what we’re doing for our school
improvement plan; or somehow to what we talked about at the network. But I
really feel that’s my focus too, that’s my passion, my love for instruction, but a lot
of the times I have to go and look for the kids with special needs that I may be
approaching another meeting and collecting my own data. So that if I’m going
into meetings with parents or community agencies or staff from the school board,
I want to be able to speak to my observations of that child in the classroom so that
I can be at the table and say that when I was in the class this is what I noted. So
there are certain kids that I look for, too. But I’d say primarily, because of our
time and the fact that there is an expectation that I do classroom walkthroughs, the
first thing on my mind, my mental checklist is to do the instructional piece, and
then I add in all those other aspects, the kids, the human resources, the health and
safety sometimes. (laughs) Um, they know that shouldn’t be hanging from the
ceiling.
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During the yard tours, Jennifer checked outside on the children playing and eating in the
yard, being alert for any potentially dangerous situations, and staying to ensure the
children lined up properly to return inside after recess was over. She also checked in with
the teachers performing yard duty to enquire as to how things were going. With the yard
tours, Jennifer explained that she was monitoring the students, assessing for potential
harm in/from the environment, securing accountability in ensuring that they were all
accounted for and safe and that there were teachers performing yard duty.
Scheduled Encounters: The data revealed that Jennifer spent the most time
engaged in scheduled meetings. A significant number of these meetings took place (and
hence, quite a lot of time was spent) in classrooms. During our first interview, I asked her
where I was likely to observe her doing her work/spending her time and she replied, “To
be very honest with you, this year, there are very infrequent times when you’ll find me in
the building when I’m not in a meeting”. She had explained during our first interview that
specific aspects of her job required her engagement in specific tasks and would produce
specific work behaviours. One of the biggest expectations for that school year involved a
commitment to the instructional program in work related to networking and learning
cycles. I asked Jennifer specifically how she was going about fulfilling this expectation,
in terms of the practical dimensions of such work. She explained:
Well, as I said, it’s mandatory attendance at meetings. So every Monday I have
what we call a high profile meeting where I bring my learning support teachers,
special education support teachers, ESL teachers and we discuss kids on our
caseload or new kids. Um, there’s a number of reasons why I do that: one, there’s
the accountability piece, so where are you this month or have you conducted this
and .….there’s a communication piece also where I want everybody who’s
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involved to know where everyone is, what’s transpiring….there’s also a learning
piece for me because I know that I don’t know, that I’m getting more and more
aware of the special education piece but I need time with those people to learn
more.

In addition to these Monday meetings, Jennifer held other planned meetings throughout
the week to build the learning capacity of her staff to address the increasing cases of
special needs she identified. She also explained that attending to this aspect of the
instructional program entailed her performing other managerial tasks, such as calling
parents or holding meetings with them to provide progress reports and solicit further
information, documenting students’ progress by completing the necessary paperwork,
making a list of tasks accomplished and to be accomplished, taking minutes at all
scheduled meetings and distributing these minutes. In part, these practices were
emphasized because of Jennifer’s focus on communication. Also, Jennifer explained,
they were a way of following up and ensuring accountability, of monitoring “who was
responsible for what, when and how”. This was an important focus for Jennifer given the
traditionally poor performance of her students in provincial tests and the school’s
attendant emphasis on improving them.
Another meeting was approached specifically to facilitate administrative
mandates. I had observed Jennifer engaging in a scheduled meeting on the first day of
data collection which she called a high profile meeting. As explained above, she
described these meetings as regular meetings with a main agenda of discussing and
putting together follow-up measures for the special learning needs of students especially
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in relation to the board’s current emphasis on networking and learning cycles. At the
specific meeting, however, the staff dedicated more, special time to address a particular
child who had expressed intention to harm himself and a family member. Jennifer
explained:
There is a policy – the Safe Schools policy, does require progressive
discipline measures to take place….that’s mandated. There’s certain things that I
need to follow, procedures that I need to follow, whether it be suspension,
progressive discipline measure, which you saw some of it at the beginning so that
kids are not, um, they’re not acting in an aggressive manner to other staff. Um, so
that the staff are not at risk, children are not at risk to other children. We had one
big meeting with the school board staff about the concern that I had, when it was
brought to my attention that a child was intending, or expressing the intention to
harm other students, and even his brother who happens to be a student at this
school. So we needed to assess the risk, the potential threat of this child at school
or the safety of other people.

Hence, at the meeting, Jennifer asked for reports from the child’s classroom teacher, the
learning support worker who had been working with the child, and the school counsellor
who had been providing psychological support to him. She used to her radio to call the
classroom teacher to learn whether or not he was present (as he had a history of truancy)
then decided to put measures in place in case he attended school the next day. On the first
day of observation, the principal spent a considerable amount of time in the evening
writing emails to put a protocol in place for that child in the event he attended school (the
principal was going to be away the following morning attending a meeting at the school
board office). Further, on the second day of observation, she was recorded having an
unscheduled meeting with her vice principal, the purpose of which was to have the vice
principal bring her up to date on how her intervention protocol worked out that morning.
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Unscheduled Encounters: Most of Jennifer’s time during unscheduled encounters
was spent addressing student discipline. She explained:
….there are infrequent times when you’ll find me in the building when I’m not in
a meeting, or dealing with behaviour; that’s the other thing. If I’m in the office,
I’ve got a kid with a behavioural incident. So I’m talking to a kid, conducting an
investigation, that takes a lot of time.

Most of the unscheduled encounters with teachers involved them stopping by the
principal’s office or stopping her during school walkthroughs to report on student
incidences and misdemeanours, which occurred in class or in the school yard during
recess. Jennifer therefore prioritized unscheduled encounters because of her overall
emphasis on attending to school safety and student discipline.
Phone Conversations: Most of the phone conversations Jennifer had were in
relation to student discipline. She used the phone either to seek or disseminate
information to parents regarding some aspect of their child’s behaviour and intervention
measures she hoped to implement. A phone call she fielded from her superintendent was
to confirm agreement of an earlier meeting time for the latter’s visit one afternoon. The
other conversation with the superintendent in her car after school was in connection to a
parent who had called the school board office seeking a transfer for her child, a request
that was unsuccessful. The conversation focused on the superintendent bringing her up to
speed on how to proceed when the child returned to school the next day.
Office Work: Office work consumed the second highest amount of Jennifer’s time.
Jennifer held scheduled and unscheduled meetings in her office, received and responded
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to email communications regarding staffing, budgeting and the instructional program, and
prepared electronic and paper documents in order to meet formal deadlines such as the
fire drill and the report regarding the Director’s message, and manage the operations of
her school. She held a meeting in her office with an external project team including
teachers and the vice principal from a neighbouring school and representations from the
city’s local environmental council. The purpose of this meeting was to continue work on
a joint beautification project that was being undertaken between these two sister schools
in collaboration with the city. Generally, however, the principal engaged in office work to
accomplish significant aspects of her formal work expectations, especially regarding
managerial tasks.
Intercom & Radio Communications: The school’s intercom was used to conduct
morning assemblies, during which Jennifer made announcements and issued reminders to
the entire school population, and also led the school in the national anthem. The third
initiated intercom communication was to address the school after the fire drill during
which she gave feedback regarding her impressions of the drill. During a scheduled
meeting on the first day of observation, she initiated radio communication to enquire
about a specific student being discussed at that same meeting, to ascertain whether or not
he was present in school. She also radioed the school custodian about an hour before the
fire drill was scheduled to start to confirm its occurrence. The other initiated contact was
again in response to the custodian’s radio communication that operations were all set and
ready to go for the drill.
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Discussion
The formal mandates articulated for the school principal in this study reflected
evidence in the literature of the formal work expectations of school principals generally
(Drake & Roe, 1994; Gronn, 2003; Owens & Valesky, 2011; Sergiovanni, 2009) and
more specifically to the province of Ontario (Anderson & Jaafar, 2006; Paquette, 1999;
Ryan, 2012; Smith, 2010). Indeed, within current neoliberal and accountability trends,
school principals are expected to be instructional leaders and skilful managers of their
school organizations, attending to student discipline, secure accountability of human and
material resources, and generally lead the school towards improvement. Also in keeping
with claims in the literature, many of the formal expectations guiding principals’ work
were significantly prescriptive and homogeneous (Anderson & Jaafar, 2006; Paquette,
1999). The work of all school principals across the province of Ontario is framed under
the Education Act, the Ontario Regulations and the policies of their local school boards.
In this study, it was apparent that in accomplishing her work, the principal was
concerned with complying with the formal mandates of her job. All her actions were
geared towards fulfilling specific duties articulated in the relevant education documents
and mandates from her school board. She also spent a considerable amount of time
addressing student discipline. The principal’s approach to her work corroborated claims
in the literature that school principals broadly emphasized administrative tasks geared at
complying with formal expectations and deadlines and ensuring student discipline
(Gronn, 2003; Horng, Klasik & Loeb, 2010; Gaziel, 1995).
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Also, the principal in this study was preoccupied with improving test scores in her
school, which was characteristic of current, global focus on formal and standardized
assessments in education (Darling-Hammond, 2009; McDermott, 2007), though without
the stressful, high-stakes emphasis as postulated in some areas of the literature
(McDermott, 2007; Powers, 2004). This focus was very evident in the amount of time the
principal dedicated to tasks which were geared towards improving students’ performance
in the areas of Numeracy and Literacy, such as classroom walkthroughs, network
meetings with colleagues and other scheduled and unscheduled encounters with teachers,
parents and her learning support team. A clear expectation was that her annual
improvement plan be aligned with the results of the school’s performance in provincial
tests. The principal used both her school’s most recent performance in these tests and
other internal assessments to develop her annual school plan. These plans were developed
in consultation with the teaching and support staff and the principal then held teachers
accountable for fulfilling their ends by performing frequent classroom walkthroughs and
directly communicating with them about these expectations.
Another significant finding in this research was the keen presence of the school
board in the selected principal’s work; claims in the literature point to the centralized
control of education (Darling-Hammond, 2009; McDermott, 2007; Powers, 2004). The
principal saw the superintendent three times in the year for school visits and every month
at the board office for principals’ meetings. In addition, the principal explained that she
maintained telephone contact with her superintendent on a regular basis. The principal
described the superintendent’s presence as a sort of surveillance which she believed was
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designed to ensure accountability that the school, through her leadership, was fulfilling
the expectations set out for it. However, she did not think that the presence of the
superintendent constituted an unwelcomed intrusion in her work. Rather, she believed
that schools (and she) should be accountable for public investments in education. This
corroborated claims in the literature about principals ‘buying in’ to the accountability
mantra (Gronn, 2003; Lashway, 2006; Ryan, 2012) but refuted others that school
principals were finding centralized interests in their work burdensome and unwelcoming
(Louis, Febey & Schroeder, 2005; McDermott, 2007; Powers, 2004; Smith & Piele,
2006).
The activities which the selected principal emphasized were very much related to
the formal demands and priorities of her work. This realization becomes critical when
one compares the formal, prescribed standards and expectations articulated by policy
makers and departments of education to the everyday reality of work for the school
principal. The results of my study substantiated claims in the literature that while school
principals do fulfill the formal expectations of their work, the ways in which such work
are negotiated and realized within the dynamics of school organizations is a much more
complex process than is hitherto understood or accounted for by policy makers (Ball,
1998; Gronn, 2003; Hickling-Hudson, 2006, Smith & Piele, 2006).
For instance, while the principal’s work aligned, to some extent, with the skills
and competencies contained in the Ontario Leadership Framework, her approach to her
work called into question the pragmatism of such alignment. She explained:
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Yes, I am familiar with it…the OLF is very much connected to the principal
performance appraisal…and then as a new administrator having gone through my
own performance appraisal so I had experience with it through that. I’d say
though, outside of that, since then, I know the domains, and you know setting
directions, building relationships, securing accountability; I’m not necessarily
sure that it’s as prevalent outside of my work on that committee and through the
performance appraisal process.

When asked why that was so, the principal explained that there were competing priorities
for her time. She further clarified, however, that she saw the alignment between the OLF
and her work and gave an example of a leading priority of that year, the networks and
learning cycle initiative. For her, the work she performed regarding this expectation was
related to the ‘leading the instructional program’ aspect of the OLF. She explained,
however, that in going through the practical, day to day dimensions of her work, she did
not have a mental checklist on which she ticked off elements of the OLF in her work. The
framework came to the fore at the end of the school year when she was going through her
performance appraisal and checking off the boxes or inserting aspects of the framework
“in the right spot”, according to her.
The nature and characteristics of the principal’s work which were uncovered in
this research led me to concur with Gronn (2003) and Wolcott (1973, 2003) about the
significantly managerial nature of school principals’ work. In this study, the constant,
changing nature and pace of work which depicted the principal’s reality left little room
for her to articulate the kinds of competencies and skills which were articulated for the
flourishing of leadership. Educational theorists have long argued that while leaders may
be managers, not all managers are leaders (Burns, 1978; Gronn, 2003; Owens & Valesky,
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2011; Wolcott, 1973). Wolcott qualifies this to assert that “the principalship is a
manager’s task” (p. 325). This has significant implications for the kinds of leadership
standards which are articulated for school principals.
In conclusion, the findings of this study revealed that school principal
operationalized her work in keeping with her understanding of such work and her actions
were geared towards compliance of formal expectations and attending to student
discipline. Her understanding motivated her to prioritize certain tasks and responsibilities
in accomplishing her work. This suggested that she had a judicious understanding of her
work and how she needed to approach it in order to fulfill expectations. In the final
section of this chapter, the focus shifts to discuss several challenges the principal faced
which both guided and constrained her efforts in accomplishing her work.
3. What Challenges did a Selected Ontario Principal Face in Her Work?
The principal expressed challenges she faced in her work from two dimensions:
challenges she described as associated with the formal expectations of her work; and,
challenges which she described as being specific to her school context. To ably present
and analyze these findings, the discussion unfolds in relation to the following themes:
student discipline; student diversity; lack of parental involvement; labour relations; and,
formal mandates.
Student Discipline
According to the principal, one of the biggest challenges she faced in her work
was addressing the high rates of student misdemeanours in her school. The amount of
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time the principal spent with students was well documented in Chapter Four. Specifically,
almost all of the 3.60 hours the principal spent with students was to address discipline
issues. When asked to speak about the challenges she faced in her work, the principal
replied:
Well, I’ll start with the kids, their behaviour sometimes, the frequency of
behaviour at our regular school yard, that can be a challenge, that takes a lot of
time.

The principal’s approach in addressing student discipline was made further complex due
to mandated policies which outline steps to be taken in addressing student discipline. She
explained:
There is a policy – the Safe Schools policy, does require progressive discipline
measures to take place….that’s mandated. There’s certain things that I need to
follow, procedures that I need to follow, whether it be suspension, progressive
discipline measure…. there needs to be numerous interventions when
applicable….it progressively increases based on frequency. My rule of thumb is
“frequency versus severity”. If it’s extreme where there’s been a physical
altercation causing a medical-that’s actually mandatory for a suspension- and
there’s been all sorts of cases where there’s been a fight between two grade boys
resulting in me phoning the police, and um, someone has to go to the hospital. So
there is a lot of realities I have to consider and make sure I’ve dotted my I’s and
crossed my T’s and that takes time. So that’s not, that’s not within my control.

In these instances, the principal had to have an audience with each child involved,
document the proceedings to ensure that accurate information is recorded and to secure
accountability, and call the parents. She described this process as being very difficult and
time-consuming but felt it was important to give each child a private audience in her
office to relate his/her side of the incident. She explained that she took notes which she
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later documented because she believed it was important to be able to communicate
accurately with parents. Another reason for the documented note-taking was for future
referencing if there was a trend developing.
Communicating with parents regarding their children’s misdemeanours often
posed challenges, the principal explained further, not least among them were language
and cultural barriers and general dissatisfaction with her decisions. Parents were not
always happy with the principal’s decisions, especially if they involved suspension. The
principal concluded that she had to make sure she took the mandated steps to address
student discipline, especially if some form of bullying was involved. The reason for such
precautions, she explained, was due to previous experiences where parents had called the
superintendents’ offices and the anti-bullying coalition to complain that their child was
being bullied in school. The school board in turn intervened and then mandated specific
steps the principal was to follow in addressing student discipline in her school.
Increasing Student Diversity
The principal elaborated on issues of student diversity from two viewpoints:
language and cultural diversity; and, special needs. With regards to language and cultural
diversity, the principal described her school, and the wider community, as being very
multicultural. She explained that a little over a quarter of her student population were
English as Second Language (ESL) learners but emphasized that such diversity was
embraced and celebrated at her school. She described times when she had to call home to
speak to the parents who were unable to understand and communicate in English as being
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especially challenging. She credited the introduction of a program designed to help new,
ESL immigrant families get settled in the community as being critical in helping alleviate
this challenge.
The principal further elaborated that, despite the consistent poor performance of
her grades three and six students in the EQAO tests, she lobbied for two years before she
received additional support in the area of numeracy. Now, she explained, she had begun
to lobby for literacy coaches, especially given the increasing number of ESL learners and
students with special needs. The reality was compounded by scarce human and material
resources and posed serious constraints to the principal’s ability to deploy the necessary
learning support personnel, programs and materials to address the students’ learning
needs. Adding to the challenge was the increasing number of students with special
educational, physical and mental needs.
Lack of Parental Involvement
The principal explained that lack of parental involvement posed a challenge in her
work as school administrator. She expressed uncertainty as to why there was a lack of
parental involvement but felt that a number of factors contributed, including language
barriers, work, commitment or disinterest. She explained:
One of the big challenges that I do face is culture sometimes and that, um, how
can I say that. There may not necessarily be as much a parent involvement in
education or the importance of education in some cultures. …A lot of families
take their kids back home in April and they don’t come back until October…. I
have a huge transient population. That presents huge challenges for the child, for
the teachers, for us to try and bring them back, and for me on a staffing front
because I don’t have those kids enrolled. And when I don’t have them enrolled, as
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much as I advocate, and I do, go to the board and have proven that I have their
flight numbers and that they’re coming back to me, if they’re not here, there’s
funding attached to that….Parental involvement is a big challenge, lack of
parental involvement.

At a parent-teachers (PTA) meeting which I observed on the last day of data collection,
the principal was joined by three parents. One of these parents had no child attending the
school; her child had graduated. The principal described limited parent participation as
unfortunate, explaining that she saw many benefits to having increased parental
involvement in the activities of the school in general and in the academic and social lives
of the students in particular. The principal described special events and programs which
have been developed at her school to bring parents and students together, including a
special reading night event at the school.
Labour Relations
The principal explained how articles in the teachers’ collective agreements posed
challenges in her work:
The union is a challenge for administrators. I try and I have tried to say it’s a
reality and just get over whether or not it’s a challenge or a reality but it poses a
lot of challenges. Um, whether it be the collective agreements, the articles in the
collective agreements that bind you to certain things. You know, you can’t staff
your school the way you want to because there are articles that say, you know
you’ve got five more senior people when you interview…there’s that challenge
when you’re building your team. You may be building your team and you have an
opening and then an administrative transfer is now placed in that opening. I didn’t
pick that person; that person may not mix well with the rest of the staff. That
person may be struggling or may have other issues as to why he needed to be
moved; that now is a challenge.
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This comment presented a specific example of how certain articles in the collective
agreement influenced some of the decisions she made as school administrator. In another,
more general example, the principal outlined how the union representation becomes
mandatory depending on certain administrative and professional decisions she might
want to make regarding teachers at her school. These decisions may be relating to
teachers’ teaching assignments, insubordination, or any other area in which the teacher
felt that his/her professional and personal well-being might be at risk. In one specific
example, the principal expressed the challenge she had in scheduling a meeting with a
teacher who had been insubordinate with her in which there needed to be a representative
from the local teachers’ union. The principal explained that there were several hurdles
there regarding unreturned calls and other delays in holding this meeting.
Formal Mandates
In the principal’s words:
Whatever the priorities are of the board can present you with challenges. Like the
professional development (PD) day, big priority for the director to give a
message. I agree with it; I think it’s fantastic but that does present a challenge
because not everyone is going to be happy about that.

The principal went on to describe the challenges she had when she had to be the person to
go around ensuring accountability, delegating responsibilities and monitoring staff to
ensure they were following up with articulated mandates. She explained that sometimes,
the priorities of the board and those of her staff are not aligned. She explained how, after
the PD day, she had to explain to the custodian that he was not going to be in school the
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next day doing his “regular boiler checks which are important to him” but now had to
accompany her and the staff to listen to the director’s message. This mandate also played
out a little differently with her staff.
There was an expectation from the director’s message that the teachers implement
a set of goals to be achieved before the end of the year with regards to improving
instruction and learning. The teachers were to commit to four goals. However, the
principal explained that her staff was fairly young and anxious about change so she
compromised a bit and asked them to commit to two goals. At the monthly staff meeting
when she asked them to organize in groups and decide on how these goals were to
unfold, she encountered obstacles. Some of the teachers were demonstrating resistance
and reneging on their commitment to complete those goals. This was a challenge for the
principal in that she was given a clear mandate from the board to collect, summarize and
deliver the goals to her superintendent by an approaching deadline.
Discussion
The challenges the principal in my study faced were common challenges reported
in the literature (Anyon, 2005; Jordan, 2010; Rezai-Rashti, 2003; Ryan, 2012).
Addressing student discipline is a duty inherent in school administration. However, the
high incidence of student indiscipline was a very note-worthy element of this study.
Analogous relationships have been drawn in the literature between student discipline and
low socio-economic status, and schools with high percentages of visible minorities and
ESL learners, and relatively untrained and inexperienced staff were reported to spend
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more time addressing this area (Anyon, 2005; Jordan, 2010). To varying degrees, the
conditions reflected the contextual reality for the selected principal in my study. The
principal also reported increasing enrolments of ESL learners in her school, and students
with other special education needs including students with mental health issues. The
resultant challenges this places on schools to come up with [additional] materials and
resources to provide for such diversity of needs are well documented (Anyon, 2005;
Jordan, 2010; Ryan, 2006, 2007; Ryan & Pollock, 2006).
Teachers’ collective agreements were another area of challenge for the selected
school principal. There appeared to be a clear divide in perception of the position of the
principal and the teachers in the school. The principal believed some teachers felt that it
was a sort of ‘her against them’ scenario and that their resultant attitude towards her was
hostile. She felt strongly that this reality impacted her ability to build relationships with
some of her staff. She said, “I can’t begin to build a relationship with you if you’re going
to be so oppositional all the time”. The challenges of labour relations in the work of the
school administrator is another area which has been given attention in the last decade or
so, especially following the removal of principals from teachers’ unions (Paquette, 1999;
Smith, 2010; Wallace, 2000, 2010; Williams, 2003).
Much is written in the literature about the benefits to the physical, emotional,
social and academic developments of students when parents take a vested interest in their
children’s education (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Taylor, 2000). In particular, Taylor’s
work highlights the benefits of parental involvement for children with disabilities and
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other special needs. Educational theorists have also postulated that parents’ involvement
in school life is both facilitated and inhibited by cultural, educational and socio-economic
circumstances (Anyon, 2004; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Jordan, 2007). The principal
asserted that the limited participation of parents in the life of her school could have been
attributed to several factors, including those highlighted above, and that such
involvement would have been especially appreciated in light of her significant population
of ESL learners and students with special needs.
While the principal clearly articulated her respect and understanding of the
continuous presence of the school board in her work, she admitted that formal mandates
from her superiors did pose a challenge in her work, especially in relation to deadlines for
which she had to enlist the cooperation of others. Such a practical and settled outlook was
somewhat in contravention to claims in the popular literature regarding school principals’
frustration, anxiety and fear regarding the centralized presence of educational
expectations in their work and the pressure to fulfill them (McDermott, 2007; Powers,
2004).
In summary, the principal in my study faced a number of challenges in the course
of carrying out her work as school administrator. These challenges constrained and
influenced her approach to her work but were not a debilitating burden for her. Instead,
she worked to put several measures in place to address them, including establishing a
community group to help immigrant, ESL families settle, and establishing a taskforce to
address persistent weak areas in instruction such as the high profile team of learning
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support teachers, school counsellor and psychologist and holding frequent diagnostic and
intervention meetings with this team.
Chapter Summary
This chapter presented the findings of the study in relation to the three research
sub-questions posed at the onset of the investigation. The main finding regarding the first
research sub-question was that the principal engaged in a series of activities in the day to
day reality of her work. With regards to the second sub-question, the findings revealed
that the principal spent her time the way she did in order to comply with the formal
mandates of her work. Her manifested activities represented the media through which she
accomplished her work as the school administrator. The findings for the third research
sub-questions showed that the principal experienced several challenges in her work,
including student discipline, labour relations, and increasing student diversity.
The next chapter concludes this thesis by recapping the major findings of this
study, highlighting several implications of this research for educational theory, policy and
practice, and discussing several limitations of this research and areas for future inquiry.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions
The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of this inquiry into the work
of a selected Ontario elementary school principal. I begin by recapping the research
problem, the motivation for the research and the conceptual framework which guided this
inquiry. Next, I situate the methodological approach and methods employed to gather
data, and then expound on major findings of this investigation. I then discuss several
implications of this study for educational theory, policy and practice. The next sections of
the conclusion address limitations of this research and outline some considerations for
future research into the work of school administrators, respectively.
In this research, I sought to garner a fuller understanding of the current nature of a
selected elementary school principal’s work. I based this inquiry on the assumption of a
more substantive understanding of the manifested work behaviours of school principals
than has been hitherto advanced in the disciplinary literature. Investigating why school
administrators behave the way they do when engaging in their work seemed critical as a
follow-up component to the kinds of empirical studies discussed in this thesis. I argued
that given the shortcomings of previous empirical investigations into school
administrators’ work (e.g. Gaziel, 1995; Horng, Klasik & Loeb, 2010; Martin &
Willower, 1981; Morris et al., 1981; Willis, 1980), the current, contested definitions and
notions of work informing the school principalship (England & Harpaz, 1990;
Livingstone, 2001; Tancred, 1995), the formal work expectations for Ontario school
administrators as outlined in the Education Act, the Ontario Regulations and the Ontario
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Leadership Framework), the context-laden and context-driven nature of a school
administrator’s work (Gronn, 2003); and the dearth of empirical investigations into
Ontario school principals’ work (Smith, 2010; Wallace, 2000; Williams, 2003), more
current, meaningful knowledge was needed about what a school administrator really does
in the course of accomplishing her work. Particularly, I sought to uncover how the
selected school principal spent her time when engaging in her work, why she spent her
time doing what she did, and the challenges she faced in such work.
The methodological approach taken in this investigation was integrally qualitative
and allowed for an in-depth, thorough exploration of the current nature of a selected
school principal’s work. It necessarily built on the design of previous empirical
investigations in attending to duration, location and people involved in the principal’s
activities but deviated in two important respects: it employed unstructured, as opposed to
the then favoured structured, direct observations to record the principal’s actions and,
included an interview component in order to gather data on the principal’s understanding
of the nature and purpose of her actions. The major findings of the study are discussed in
the paragraphs which immediately follow.
Conclusions of the Study
What a selected Ontario elementary school principal did when engaging in her work
This study revealed that the work of the school principal significantly reflected
the formal work expectations articulated for Ontario school principals, and that her
approach to her work reflected her personal emphases on the value of communication,
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building relationships and the instructional program in creating a healthy learning
environment for students. The overall, legal basis for the principal’s work was outlined in
the Education Act and Ontario Regulations and the immediate mandates governing the
day to day work of the school principal were prevalent in the policies espoused by the
school board. The Ontario Leadership Framework factored into the work of the school
principal more than she articulated, though not in a forefront manner as were the
Education Act and Ontario Regulations.
In short, the principal employed an interrelated set of concrete and abstract
mechanisms to fulfill the formal mandates of her work. Her overall approach to her work
was couched in her focus on complying with the formal expectations articulated for her
work. This approach was facilitated by the principal’s understanding and articulation of
the formal, personal and practical dimensions of her work and she negotiated priorities
and allocated her time based on this understanding.
How did a selected Ontario elementary school principal spend her time when engaging
in her work?
The principal spent her time engaged in a number of work media. Prevalent
among them were scheduled and unscheduled encounters, office work and school
walkthroughs. She spent the most time engaged in scheduled encounters and the second
highest recorded time doing office work. The principal spent the most time in classrooms
and with teachers, and in her office doing office work. The time the principal spent on
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specific tasks was directly related to formal deadlines which she was expected to meet,
and these tasks became more or less prevalent depending on the time of the year.
Why did a selected Ontario elementary school principal spend her time the way she did?
The second research sub-question was designed to address the limitation of
previous empirical investigations into school principals’ work by asking the principal
why she spent her time doing what she did. The findings of the study revealed that, for
the most part, the school principal spent her time the way she did in order to comply with
the formal mandates articulated for her work. Her manifested work behaviours were
procedure-bound and task-driven and represented the media through which she fulfilled
her official responsibilities as the school administrator. Deeper probing further revealed
that she understood her work from several formal, personal and practical dimensions
which then influenced her concomitant approach and undertaking of such work. She
pursued her schools goals with particular emphasis on human and instructional
interactions, emphasizing instructional leadership, building relationships, and effective
communication as critical in creating healthy work and learning environments. She also
described her work as being unpredictable, often initiated by others, and challenging but
rewarding.
What challenges did a selected Ontario elementary school principal face in her work?
With regard to my third research question, the challenges the principal identified
as being those she faced in accomplishing her work included student discipline,
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increasing student diversity, labour relations, lack of parental involvement and formal
mandates. These challenges guided and constrained the principal’s approach to her work.
Comparison with the Literature
Several important similarities and variances were revealed between the work
activities of the selected school principal observed in this study and the work of school
principals in previous studies. Such work was still hectic, interrupted and often
spontaneous but still somewhat routinely cyclical. Administrative priorities most often
included fulfilling managerial responsibilities and attending to student discipline. Certain
media were privileged in helping the principals accomplish her work, namely scheduled
and unscheduled encounters, office work and to a lesser extent school walkthroughs.
Important variations between the work of past school administrators and the selected
school principal included technological advances in communication (iPhone, radio, and
internet as examples of current, dominant communicative tools), increasing student
diversity (swelling numbers of ESL learners and students with special needs), and,
changing labour relations as highlighted in this Ontario context by the removal of
principals from teachers’ unions. Even so, the kind of high-stakes, pressured nature of
school principals’ work described in some quarters of the literature (e.g. sanctions for not
meeting assessment standards, performance-based remunerations, ceased funding, and
competition among schools) was not corroborated by this study.
In summary, this study revealed that the selected school administrator’s work was
essentially about fulfilling the formal mandates of her contract and that its day to day
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work manifestations were determined by impending deadlines and emergent problems
that needed to be addressed. The school principal studied in this inquiry negotiated
priorities and emphasized specific tasks based on her understanding of her work. Such
understanding included personal assumptions and values about the purpose of her work
and typically privileged student learning and safety. Finally, the selected school
administrator’s work was guided and constrained by challenges which she attempted to
address in several different ways.
Implications
There are several implications of this study for theory, policy and practice in
education administration and leadership.
Theory
While the school principal in this study was concerned with fulfilling the formal
expectations articulated for her work, her approach to her work reflected her
understanding of the nature and purpose of such work. An important implication is to
attend more carefully to the relationship between understanding and meaning in shaping
an incumbent’s approach to his/her work. It is necessary to move beyond the articulation
of fixed, common standards to guide principals’ work which flout the subjective nature of
managing and leading schools. Instead, it is critical to pay closer attention to how
incumbents make meaning of their work reality and enact decisions in the day to day
operationalization of their work. In this way, more meaningful, theoretical gains can be
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made to bridge the gap between what is currently articulated in the dominant literature
and the workplace reality as understood and enacted by practising school principals.
Policy
The work of the principal in this study seemed focused towards compliance and
control; complying with the formal expectations of the job, addressing student discipline
and managing the school organization. An important implication is to put serious thought
into how professional learning should be organized for school principals, in terms of the
content and approaches which should inform these programs. The principal’s focus on
compliance and control activities also problematizes current centralization and
accountability discourse in education, and calls into question the broad aims of education
and the impact of constrained leadership autonomy on the overall learning environment
in schools.
From the findings of this study, it was evident that the principal’s immediate
activities and administrative decisions were influenced by formal work deadlines. Her
preoccupation was in negotiating the most effective and efficient ways of meeting these
deadlines and her prioritized tasks and behaviours seemed selected for mostly pragmatic
as opposed to philosophical reasons. It seems important to reassess the current standards
and leadership frameworks which are articulated for school administrators for tighter
alignment. There appears little time in the day to day operations of the work for the
principal to engage reflectively in deep thought about the value of certain decisions over
others. The pace of the work rather suggested that the concern was with meeting the
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short-term and immediate goals of the work. School principals might therefore be better
served with programs designed to help them develop better time and task management
skills and become more critical problem-solvers.
Practice
Also, this study revealed some abstractness between the formal work expectations
articulated for selected school principal and the reality of her work context. While the
principal clearly was concerned with fulfilling the legal obligations of her job, what she
prioritized and how she negotiated these obligations unfolded in a much more complex
process than appears to be understood or accounted for by policy makers. This research
echoes calls in the literature for more meaningful study and accounting of the contextbound and context-driven nature of administrative enterprise in school organizations
(Greenfield, 1980; Gronn, 2003; Hickling-Hudson, 2006). In this way, more contextual
and accurate understandings of school administrators’ work can be garnered in order to
develop more supportive and practical policies for current and future school leaders.
Finally, both practising and aspiring school principals can benefit from the
findings of this study. A fuller understanding of the [site-based] knowledge and skills
applied in the principalship can replace current misleading and surreal frameworks
regarding the nature and processes of school administration. Furthermore, knowing what
managing at the micro-level entails may help diagnose substandard performance and
stimulate self-improvement on the part of practitioners.
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Limitations of the Study
The limitations of this study were mostly embedded in the inherent challenges of
observational research. To begin, it proved very difficult to find a school principal who
was willing to undergo such an intense and prolonged inquiry into his/her work,
especially given the public nature of school administrators’ work in Ontario. Then there
was the challenge of gaining the trust of the principal and her staff in order to facilitate
my accepted presence in the school. Willis (1980) asserts that these were “essential
prerequisites for achieving ‘naturalness’ in the actual research period” (p. 30). With
regards to the logistics of the observation process, the first challenge was in determining
the amount of time I, as the principal observer, could devote to an in-depth study of the
participating principal given the fatigue inherent in such a continuous approach to
collecting data (Willis, 1980). Moreover, I had to navigate a tightrope between selecting a
period of observation that would yield adequate data while attempting to ensure that the
length of time did not constitute an overburden on the school principal (Gaziel, 1995;
Horng, Klasik & Loeb, 2010; Willis, 1980; Wolcott, 1973). Still, despite selecting what I
saw as a manageable period of data collection, I nevertheless found the process to be very
exhausting.
The unstructured approach of the data collection, the informal follow-up
conversations with the principal after observation periods, and the formal, postobservation interviews provided a judicious attempt at data triangulation (Creswell,
2012). During observation periods, I was able to take additional notes on aspects of the
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phenomenon that I wanted clarification on and then ask the principal about them. In this
way, more accurate and meaningful knowledge regarding the purpose of the school
principal’s work was generated. At the same time, the unstructured field notes presented
serious difficulties when attempting to summarize the principal’s activities in terms of
their duration, location and persons involved. Furthermore, even though this research
took a first stab at understanding why a selected school principal did what she did when
engaging in her work, a deeper analysis of the content, contextual background and
surrounding dynamics of a principal’s interactions, verbal contacts and negotiated
approaches to these contacts could prove invaluable for educational theory and practice
(Greenfield, 1980; Gronn, 1983; Horng, Klasik & Loeb, 2010; Martin & Willower,
1981).
Finally, while a period of six consecutive days of observations generated a large
amount of data on the work behaviours of the selected school principal, longer, more
targeted observation periods would have yielded richer and deeper context to such work.
Such prolonged forays into the nature of a school principal’s work at its contextual
setting could have resulted in more defined categories of administrative work, more
clearly isolated specific behaviours, and provided opportunities to further probe them for
their underlying value, purpose and overall contributions to the accomplishment of work
and this, in turn, may have produced a more solid framework for understanding the
motives behind a school principal’s actions. Given the scope of this study and its time
constraints, such prolonged inquiry proved impossible. Instead, these ideas can form the
substance of future inquiry into the work of school principals.
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Future Research
Public school administration continues to unfold within a complex milieu of
contestations and uncertainties, making future research necessary and compelling. In this
light, this study can be developed and broadened in several respects. The findings of this
study illustrated that a preponderance of the selected school principal’s time was spent in
verbal contact with others both internal and external to the school organization. An
important consideration for future research is for a further, systematic probe into this
administrative ‘talk’. Gronn (1982) asserts that “as part of ’thick’ description,
observations are necessary, but for sufficiency, observations must be interspersed with
dialogue and some critical analysis of that dialogue” (p. 29). Future research can
therefore seek to isolate school principals’ verbal interactions and provide an
understanding of how such talk both facilitates and accomplishes the work of principals.
Moreover, after conducting this research, I concluded that Gronn (2003) and
Greenfield (1980) were correct in their appeal for more empirical inquiry into the more
substantive purpose of school administrators’ manifested actions. While this study took
an initial stab at uncovering the motives behind a selected school principal’s actions,
future research can be designed to probe more deeply to examine the complexities of
school principals’ interactions with others and analyze their embedded nature and
contextualities.
Furthermore, in this study, only cursory attention was given to the school
principal’s official correspondence. Such an analysis was outside the purview of this

148

present inquiry. However, analysis of the correspondence of the principal’s work in
future investigations can generate deeper insights into the language of formal mandates
and how they shape the work of the school principal. In addition, observations of school
principals at different times of the year will potentially generate a fuller understanding of
the wide range and variety of tasks and formal expectations which guide their work. The
principal in this study clearly explained how her work was determined by deadlines and
was more or less hectic depending on the time of the academic year. Analysis in future
research can include probing the apparent abstractness of the relationship between the
Ontario Leadership Framework (OLF) and the day to day work of the selected principal
evidenced in this research. Furthermore, introducing a reflective and retrospective
dimension to future research (Gronn 1983) would allow for the school principal to
inspect her own actions and provide a more vivid and detailed story of why she
approached her work the way she did and why the OLF did/did not factor into her work
in ways the Education Act, Ontario Regulations and school board policies clearly did.
Finally, given the limitations of this and previous empirical studies described
above, and more specifically in light of the challenges articulated by the principal in my
study, another potentially rich focus for future research is to account for how experience
in the principalship potentially influences the work behaviours of school principals
(preliminary analysis has been contributed by Allison & Allison, 1993). Such
investigations can seek to compare the work practices of more experienced as opposed to
less experienced principals to explore if there is a difference in how work is approached,
what principals view as challenges and how they deal with them. Such types of inquiries
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may help reduce the stress and anxiety for novice administrators and limit time they spent
coming to terms with especially challenging areas of administering so as to devout more
time and attention to more important areas of teaching and learning.
Chapter Summary
This chapter sought to summarize the major findings of this study. The discussion
of these findings unfolded through a review of the research problem and conceptual
framework which guided this inquiry. Next, several important conclusions of the research
were summarized and several implications of this research were discussed in relation to
educational theory, policy and practice. The chapter ended with an examination of several
limitations of the study and a discussion of several possibilities for continued inquiry into
the work of school principals.
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Appendix B: Letters of Information and Informed Consent
Exploring a School Principal’s Work in Contemporary Times
Letter of Information and Informed Consent:
The Principal

Dear Sir/Madam
Introduction
My name is Donna Swapp and I am a Master’s student at the Faculty of Education,
Western University. As partial fulfillment of the Master’s degree in Educational Studies,
I am currently conducting an investigation into school principals’ work. My research
seeks to explore the work practices of one school administrator with at least 5 years’
experience in this position. This letter invites your participation in this study.
Purpose
This study aims to uncover the work practices of a school principal, the influences on
such practices and challenges a principal faces in his/her work.
Participation
If you agree to participate, I will conduct three one-on-one interviews with you which
seek to gather information in relation to the purpose of this research. Each interview will
last approximately 30 minutes and will be done at your school or another mutually
convenient location. The first interview will be done prior to the start of the observation
period, the second at the end of the first week of observation, and the third/final at the
end of the last week of observation. These interviews will be audio-taped and transcribed
into written form.
I will conduct observations during a one-two week period in which I will record, through
written compilation, the nature and frequency of behaviours and actions you perform.
Proposed observation days are Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday of the first week, and
Wednesday, Thursday and Friday of the second/final week. I propose to start
observations 30 minutes before the start of the school day and end 30 minutes after the
school day officially ends. Observation intervals will be every 30 minutes with a 60
minute break between intervals. During each 30-minute interval, your behaviours will be
recorded at 5-minute intervals. These details regarding observation days, time frames and
intervals can be mutually re-negotiated.
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Confidentiality & Anonymity
The information collected will serve research purposes only, and rest assured that your
real name will not be included in the study. Information which may possibly identify you
will not be included in any publication or presentation of the research findings. All
information collected in this study will be kept confidential and audio files and other data
materials will not be associated with your identity in any way. Electronic data will be
stored on a password-protected hard disk and locked at the Faculty of Education. Hard
copies of data collection materials including audio files, time use sampling sheets and
notes, informed consent form and other materials will be kept under locked storage at the
Faculty of Education, retained for 2 years, then shredded.
Risks & Benefits
There are no known risks associated with your participation in this study. Your
participation in this study may help to generate a more informed understanding of the
contextual nature of a school principal’s work today.
Voluntary Participation
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may refuse to participate,
refuse to answer any questions or withdraw from the study at any time with no effect on
your employment status.
Additional Information
If you have any questions about the conduct of this study or your rights as a research
participant, please contact the Office of Research Ethics, University of Western Ontario
at 519 - - or @uwo.ca. For any questions about this study, please feel free to
contact me at 519 - - or @uwo.ca. You may also contact my faculty advisor and
supervisor Dr. Katina E. Pollock at 519 - or @uwo.ca.
This letter is yours to keep for future reference.
Sincerely,
[Signature]
Donna SWAPP
Graduate Student, Western University.
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Exploring the Current Nature of a School Principal’s Work

Dr. Katina Pollock
University of Western Ontario
(Principal Investigator)
And
Donna Swapp
University of Western Ontario
(Master’s student)

Consent Form
I have read the Letter of Information, have had the nature of the study explained to me,
and I agree to participate. All questions have been answered to my satisfaction.
Name (please print):

Signature:

Name of person obtaining informed consent:

Signature of person obtaining informed consent:
Date:

Date:
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Appendix C: Observation Protocol
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Appendix D: Pre-Observation Interview Schedule

A. Background
1. Let’s talk about your story as far as your journey in the school system is concerned.
When and how did you become a principal of this school?
- formal, academic and professional experiences
- years’ experience as administrator
2. Can you tell me more about your school?
- student & teacher population
- demographics
- school’s academic performance: over-time growth/decline?
- community perceptions of school
- anything else you consider significant

B. Nature of Work
1. Let’s talk a bit about your work as a school principal. You know, we hear a lot about
the work of a principal but not many people are in a position to “see you in action” so to
speak, doing your work. So, if someone were to ask you, what is it that you actually do,
what would you say?
- Why?
- Why do you do what you do?
2. Describe your work.
- activities performed
- are activities typical or unique to this time of the year?
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- describe a typical work day
- where you spend time, with whom & why. Who initiates interaction?

C. Approach to Work
1. Would you say that there are formal expectations for your work which you follow?
Explain.
- personal expectations?
- any other expectations prescribing what your work is supposed to be? Do you follow
them?
2. What are your priorities?
- what dictates/determines your priorities as school principal and why?
3. How much freedom do you have in structuring your own preferred patterns of work
4. Are there specific administrative tasks/duties/responsibilities you spend a lot of time
performing on a typical school day/week/month/year? If yes, what, where and why?

D. Challenges of Work
1. What would you say are some challenges you face when engaging in your work as
school administrator?
- why?
- any specific responsibilities as a principal that you find most challenging? Why?
- what changes, if any, do you plan to implement to address these challenges?
- what do you hope these measures will achieve?
- any kinds of support that you would like for your school?
2. Many principals from international contexts have described ways in which their work
has become more intensified. Does such a description reflect your reality? Explain.
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E. Other Dimensions
1. So you’ve discussed your work and how you spend your time and one can infer that
how you spend your time is in direct relation to what your work entails. Acknowledging
all of this, is there anything else you want to add regarding what you do and why you do
what you do?
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Appendix E: Post-Observation Interview Schedule

Second Interview
Thanks again, Jennifer for facilitating me during these past six days. A few of my
questions in this interview are meant just to get precise feedback to support my data
analysis since I don’t want to misrepresent anything you may have said, and feel that my
research, at best, should reflect exactly what you said and meant during our interactions.
1. This past week with you has produced incredible insight into not only the nature of
your work, but illustrated, through vivid and concrete examples, how you go about doing
your work. So in this context, can you explain to me your understanding of your work as
a school administrator?
- Do you have a vision for your school?
- How did the vision evolve?
- What are some concrete steps you’ve taken in the realization of this vision?
2. Can you comment on the level of collegiality and purpose I got a sense of during my
six days with you?
- Explain how you came to foster that kind of working environment?
3. Given the challenges of human relationships within organizations, how specifically
have you attempted to
- build relationships and capacity in your school
- develop your school organization
- set directions for your school
- provide instructional leadership
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- and, secure accountability?
And, what were some of the challenges you encountered in attempting to achieve those
goals?
4. You’ve explained that you periodically check your emails during the school day when
you are in your office as there are sometimes those which require urgent attention. Where
there any such emails during the time I’ve spent with you? Alternatively, can you explain
the nature of urgency of such emails and give some examples?

Third Interview
1. On Monday, you mentioned issues relating to parents’ use of the accessibility parking
spaces at the front of the school and hinted at the challenges you’ve had in this regard?
Can you elaborate a bit more on that?
2. You’ve touched frequently on issues regarding safety at your school; can you elaborate
on some aspects of these safety concerns, how they came to be, and your approach in
addressing them?
3. During my six days of observations, I noticed you spent significant time addressing
student discipline, which you’ve explained as a necessary mandate of your work. I am
curious as to how you handled these situations, and why you handled them the way you
did. Can you explain the procedures you follow and the decisions you make in addressing
student discipline in your school, and what motivates you to handle things the way you
do?
4. You’ve discussed briefly with me issues you’ve had regarding tardiness on the part of
staff, punctuality at school and at scheduled meetings, etc. and the challenges of having
those difficult conversations especially given labour regulations governing the
relationship between administrators and teachers.
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- Can you discuss how exactly these conversations prove challenging for you as
principal?
- And, can you elaborate on how labour legislations on a whole impact your work as
principal?

Again, thank you Jennifer for agreeing to participate in my study and best of luck in both
your academic and professional career.
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Appendix F: Excerpts of the School Principal’s Formal Work Correspondences
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